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8With all the polls pointing to a hung parliament 
and the possibility of  a myriad of  potential 
coalition outcomes, the UK General Election of  
ZDVZLGHO\WLSSHGWREHWKHPRVWXQSUH-
dictable election in a generation. Indeed, in 
some ways it was, but not in the way most of  
us predicted. In the end, the polls - consistent 
throughout the campaign - had been wrong, and 
DJOHHIXO'DYLG&DPHURQUHWXUQHGIRUÀYHPRUH
\HDUVLQ1XPEHU
,QWKHOHDGXSWRWKHHOHFWLRQFDP-
paign, much of  the talk focussed on the (seem-
LQJO\HQGOHVVQHJRWLDWLRQVRYHUWKHOHDGHUV·79
debates, with Cameron refusing to engage in 
a live televised debate with Labour leader, Ed 
Miliband. In the end, the messy compromises 
FRQVLVWHGRI DJULOOLQJIURP-HUHP\3D[PDQRQ
&KDQQHOIRU&DPHURQDQG0LOLEDQGD%%&
Question Time special featuring the three main 
party leaders, and a seven-way leaders debate 
RQ,797KHODWWHUZDVQRWDEOHIRULWVLQFOXVLRQ
of  three women on the panel, who provided an 
empowering presence for women at the pinnacle 
of  UK political parties. 
Part of  the reason that negotiations over 
79GHEDWHVEHFDPHVRFRPSOLFDWHGZDVEHFDXVH
of  the rise of  the UK Independence Party 
8.,3LQ(QJODQGDQGWKH6FRWWLVK1DWLRQDO
3DUW\613QRUWKRI WKHERUGHU,QWKHHQG
UKIP struggled to set the campaign agenda in 
DQGIDLOHGWRPDNHWKHHOHFWRUDOEUHDN-
through they had hoped. In contrast, the SNP 
PDGHVSHFWDFXODUJDLQVZLQQLQJRI VHDWV
in Scotland. This represents a seismic shift in 
the UK electoral map and the dynamics of  our 
party politics. 
Of  course, the SNP landslide was one thing 
the polls had correctly predicted. As such, the 
SNP - and their potential partners in any future 
government coalition - became a major ongoing 
VWRU\RI WKHHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQ+HUHWKH
Tories saw an opportunity to represent the SNP 
as an insurgent force who would hold a poten-
tial Labour government to ransom. Ultimately, 
the fear of  this prospect may have swayed many 
English voters away from Labour, in a late surge 
not picked up by the opinion polls. Here, many 
of  the left might feel a particular bitterness to-
wards parts of  the right-wing press for their role 
LQWKHFDPSDLJQ$VZHOODVVWRNLQJWKHÀUHRI 
the fallout of  a potential Labour-SNP coalition, 
they also pursued an intensely vicious personal 
campaign against Ed Miliband. If  the power of  
WHOHYLVLRQWKURXJKWKHWHOHYLVHGOHDGHUVGHEDWHV
SURYLGHGDPDMRUWDONLQJSRLQWRI WKHHOHF-
WLRQWKHQLQZHPD\UHÁHFWRQWKHUHWXUQ
of  the press to electoral prominence.
But this is a complex process. For example, 
social media provides a platform for citizens 
to push back against press agendas. General 
(OHFWLRQZDVQRWDEOHIRUPHPHVVXFK
DV¶0LOLIDQGRP·DQG-H6XLV(GZKLFKZHUH
citizen-led campaigns to counter press power 
through parody and self-effacement. 
7KHRXWFRPHRI WKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
KDVOHGWRUHQHZHGFDOOVIRUWKHÀUVWSDVWWKH
post electoral system to be reformed. A compar-
ison between UKIP, Green Party and SNP share 
of  votes against seats illustrated in a clearer way 
WKDQZH·YHHYHUVHHQEHIRUHWKHQLQHTXLWLHVRI 
the system. Future constitutional challenges 
DZDLWSRVW$ORQJVLGHFDOOVIRUHOHFWRUDO
reform, the UK will face the prospects of  a 
redrawing of  electoral boundaries, a referendum 
on membership of  the EU, increased devolution 
and, maybe, a potential second Scottish inde-
pendence referendum.
Whilst there is undoubtedly an eventful Par-
liamentary term ahead, in this report we pause 
WRORRNEDFNDWWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQFDP-
paign. The aim of  this publication is to capture 
WKHÀUVWWKRXJKWVUHÁHFWLRQVDQGHDUO\UHVHDUFK
insights of  leading scholars in media and politics 
in the UK; and to use this to contribute to 
SXEOLFXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKHHOHFWLRQZKLOVW
it is still fresh in the memory and the issues are 
still alive. Here, we are particularly interested in 
what ways different forms of  media, journalism 
and political communication contributed to peo-
SOH·VHQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHGHPRFUDWLFSURFHVV
during the election - and crucially the relation-
ship between media, citizens, and politicians.
Contributions are short - at least by academ-
ic standards! We have encouraged contributors 
to bring out their expertise - through research 
ÀQGLQJVRUQHZWKHRUHWLFDOLQVLJKWVLQWKHLU
analysis of  the campaign; to bring readers ways 
of  understanding the election that may not have 
been available through other sources.
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Two main conclusions can be drawn from the 
ZD\WKHQHZVPHGLDUHSRUWHGWKHJHQHUDO
election campaign. First, that traditional media 
still count and determine much of  the campaign 
agenda. Second, that polls shaped much of  the 
campaign narrative  which is a particular prob-
lem when they turn out to be wrong. 
The evidence clearly shows the Conservative 
press was very anti-Labour during the campaign 
²HYHQPRUHVRWKDQLQWKHHOHFWLRQ²XQ-
GHUPLQLQJ(G0LOLEDQG·VFKDUDFWHUZLWKUHJXODU
and prominent front page attacks against him. 
But whilst readers might see through the obvious 
SDUWLVDQLQÁXHQFHRI right wing newspapers, there 
were occasions when newspaper coverage shaped 
the wider media agenda, including the evening 
bulletins  still overwhelmingly the primary source 
of  information for most voters. It would appear 
the Conservatives won the election on their 
handling of  the economy  the most prominent 
LVVXHUHSRUWHGLQ79QHZV,QFRQWUDVW/DERXU·V
biggest vote winner was the NHS, but this issue 
ZDVEDUHO\FRYHUHGRQWKHPDMRU79EXOOHWLQV
0XFK79FRYHUDJHIRFXVHGRQ´KRUVHUDFHµ
aspects of  the campaign, with the dominant 
narrative shaping the election  that it was neck-
and-neck between Labour and the Conservatives 
and a coalition deal was the most likely electoral 
outcome  supported by polling. In hindsight, this 
ZDVDVLJQLÀFDQWGLVWRUWLRQRI FDPSDLJQFRYHUDJH
Cardiff  University conducted a systematic 
FRQWHQWDQDO\VLVRI HYHQLQJ79QHZVEXOOHWLQV
over the short campaign. We examined bulle-
WLQVRQ&KDQQHODWSP&KDQQHODWSPDQG
DWSPRQ%%&,79DQG6N\1HZVLQRUGHUWR
assess which issues, parties and leaders dominated 
the news agenda and how.
$FURVVWKHÀUVWÀYHZHHNVRI WKHFDPSDLJQ
less than half  of  HOHFWLRQQHZVDLUWLPHRQDOOÀYH
main broadcasters centred on policy, with the 
%%&GHGLFDWLQJWKHPRVWWLPH²²FRP-
SDUHGZLWK&KDQQHO·VDQG,79·V
6N\1HZVVSHQWMXVWRI LWVHOHFWLRQ
news covering policy matters, while less than a 
WKLUGRI &KDQQHO·VDLUWLPH²²ZDVEDVHG
on issues such as health and the economy.
The Conservatives arguably had the stron-
JHUVKRZLQJRQ79&KDQQHODQG&KDQQHO
gave Conservative party voices about a third of  
election coverage airtime in their main news bul-
OHWLQVLQWKHÀUVWGD\VRI WKHFDPSDLJQ%RWK
the BBC and Sky News featured Conservative 
sources speaking for longer than those from other 
SDUWLHVRQWKHLUÁDJVKLSQHZVVKRZV
+RZHYHU,79IHDWXUHG/DERXUVRXUFHV
VOLJKWO\PRUHRIWHQFRPSDUHGZLWK
for the Conservatives.
&KDQQHOVDQGJDYHIDUOHVVWLPHWKDQ
other broadcasters to the SNP. On both channels 
WKH613DFFRXQWHGIRURUOHVVRI WLPHJLYHQ
WRSDUW\VRXUFHVVSHDNLQJ,QFRQWUDVW%%&,79
and particularly Sky News granted the SNP a far 
JUHDWHUVKDUHRI FRYHUDJH²EHWZHHQDQG
RI DLUWLPH
By the second half  of  the campaign, the 
SDUW\ÀJKWUDWKHUWKDQSROLF\WUXO\GRPLQDWHG. Be-
WZHHQ0DUFKDQG$SULORI HOHFWLRQ
news items on the major evening bulletins that 
gave airtime to a party source saw them attacking 
DULYDO·VSROLF\RUSHUVRQDOFKDUDFWHU,QFRQWUDVW
RI VRXQGELWHVZHUHDERXWSROLWLFLDQV·RZQ
policy agendas.
%\ZHHNÀYHRI WKHFDPSDLJQDOPRVWDTXDU-
WHURI DOOHOHFWLRQ79QHZV²²focused on 
the likely winners and losers in the contest, 
while possible coalition deals became a more 
SURPLQHQWWKHPHIURP$SULORQZDUGV
Perhaps most striking is the minimal coverage 
paid to the NHS. According to Guardian/ ICM 
polls more than two-thirds of  the electorate rate 
the NHS as the single most important issue. But 
despite receiving some attention in the second 
ZHHNRI WKHFDPSDLJQ²RI DOOHOHFWLRQ
79QHZV²WKH1+6KDVEDUHO\UHJLVWHUHGRQWKH
agenda of  the main evening bulletins before or 
DIWHUWKHQPDNLQJXSEHWZHHQDQGRI 
total election coverage.
Similarly, education  ranked fourth in issues 
most concerning voters  did not even make it 
LQWRWKHWRSWRSLFVDGGUHVVHGE\79QHZV
bulletins. Other key policy areas  such as the 
environment, pensions or transport  have also 
been marginalised.
6RLW·VFOHDUWKDW´KRUVHUDFHµFRYHUDJHDQG
predictions of  a hung parliament marginalised 
discussion of  wider policy issues through the 
campaign. And extensive discussion of  coalition 
GHDOVDQGSHUPXWDWLRQVPD\ZHOOKDYHLQÁXHQFHG
KRZSHRSOHYRWHG-XVWDVWKH3ROOLQJFRPSDQLHV
must review their performance in the campaign, 
EURDGFDVWHUVVKRXOGUHÁHFWRQWKHLPSDFWUHSRUW-
ing, what turned out to be misleading, polls had 
on their coverage and how informed  or misin-
formed  it left audiences before voting day.
Research by Richard Thomas, Allaina Kilby, 
Marina Morani and Sue Bisson.
The horse-race contest dominated TV news 
election coverage
Dr Stephen Cushion
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12
News media performance in the 2015 General 
Election campaign
For most voters the campaign remains a media 
event and one primarily viewed through the 
traditional media. Despite the advent of  social 
media and changing viewing habits, television 
news and the press remained a key outlet for mass 
appeals by parties and the main source of  political 
information for voters. Given this it is impor-
WDQWWRFULWLFDOO\DVVHVVWKHPHGLD·VSHUIRUPDQFH
DVNLQJVHDUFKLQJTXHVWLRQVDERXWLWVFDPSDLJQ
coverage. So for example, how balanced was news 
coverage? Did television coverage favour the 
main parties? Given the size of  the Tory press, 
how biased was newspaper coverage? What issues 
did the news media focus on? Were important 
substantive issues overlooked in favour of  the 
campaign itself ?
7RDGGUHVVWKHVHTXHVWLRQV/RXJKERURXJK
University Communication Research Centre con-
ducted a content analysis of  national campaign 
QHZVIURP0DUFKth WR0D\th (see our blog for 
PRUHGHWDLOVDERXWWKLVSURMHFW7KHUHVWRI WKH
DUWLFOHVHHNVWRDGGUHVVWKHDERYHTXHVWLRQV
/RRNLQJDWWKHTXRWDWLRQWLPHJLYHQWRWKH
ULYDOSROLWLFDODFWRUVÀUVW)LJXUHVKRZVWKHGRP-
inance of  the two main parties and the three main 
party leaders on television news. Not only were 
WKHWKUHHPDLQOHDGHUVTXRWHGPRVWRIWHQEXWVR
were other actors in their parties. This contrasts 
with the smaller parties where the party leaders 
ZHUHTXRWHGOHVVRIWHQDQGZHUHDOPRVWWKHRQO\
actors that appeared for their parties. 
,QSUHVVFRYHUDJH)LJXUHVKRZVWKHUHZDV
DFOHDUTXRWDWLRQJDSEHWZHHQWKH7RULHVDQGWKH
UHVW'DYLG&DPHURQDQGKLVSDUW\EHQHÀWWHG
from a Tory supporting press in away the other 
leaders did not. 
Next we focus on the extent to which each 
news item had positive or negative implications 
for any of  the political parties in the press (see 
our blogIRUPRUHGHWDLOV
Levels of  positive Conservative coverage 
remained stable during the campaign while levels 
RI QHJDWLYH/DERXUFRYHUDJHUHGXFHGLQWKHÀQDO
days, but still remained high. There was an appre-
ciable increase in the negativity of  SNP coverage 
LQWKHÀQDOVWDJHVRI WKHFDPSDLJQ7KH/LEHUDO
Democrats started to register some degree of  
negative coverage in the last sample period (see 
)LJXUH
Finally, we turn to the proportion of  cov-
HUDJHIRFXVHGRQDVSHFLÀFLVVXH7DEOHVKRZV
that the electoral process itself  dominated cover-
age. In terms of  substantive issues, the economy 
dominated television and the press followed not 
too far behind by taxation. Constitutional issues, 
particularly concerning devolution and its discon-
tents, gained proportionally more coverage on 
television than the press but were not as visible 
as might have been expected, nor were immigra-
WLRQPLJUDWLRQUDFH·WKH1+6DQG(XURSH
6HYHUDORWKHUVLJQLÀFDQWLVVXHVRI SXEOLFFRQ-
cern registered very little attention, in particular 
education, foreign policy [excluding EU], and the 
environment.
In sum, the press support of  the Blair years 
had evaporated for Labour with coverage fa-
vouring the Tories and being hostile to the other 
parties and their leaders. Although, less skewed, 
television coverage favoured the two main parties 
and the three main party leaders. As with previous 
campaigns substantive issues were overlooked in 
favour of  the campaign happenings and issues 
OLNHO\WRGRPLQDWHWKHQH[WÀYH\HDUVVXFKDV
Europe, were virtually absent. Overall, the big 
winners of  the media coverage were the Con-
VHUYDWLYHV7KH\JDLQHGWKHPRVWTXRWDWLRQWLPH
the most strident press support, and coverage 
focused on their favoured issues (the economy 
DQGWD[DWLRQUDWKHUWKDQVD\WKH1+6
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Figure 1:  Quotation time in national TV news (seconds)
Figure 3: Positivity and negativity of party coverage  
(average scores weighted by circulation)
Table 1: Themes in national television and press 
coverage (30 March - 7 May 2015)
Figure 2: Quotation space in national press (words)
3RVLWLYHQHZVLWHPVIRUDSDUW\ZHUHJLYHQDVFRUHRI 
QHJDWLYHQRFOHDUHYDOXDWLRQFRGHG
1RWHV3HUFHQWDJHV QXPEHURI WKHPHVWRWDOQXPEHURI WKHPHV8SWRWKUHHWKHPHV
could be coded per item. Percentages are rounded.
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This election campaign was almost irrelevant to 
the fundamentals of  voting intention. Full of  
VRXQGDQGIXU\LWVLJQLÀHGQHDUO\QRWKLQJ7KH
voters who for months and years before have said 
they trusted the Conservatives on the economy 
and leadership ended up turning out for David 
Cameron on the day. The widespread views that 
Miliband was not trusted and Clegg not believed 
were borne out despite conventional wisdom 
during the campaign to the contrary. 
The fact that the pollsters got that wrong was 
not only unhelpful. The way that the daily opinion 
polls showed a close race gave the false impres-
VLRQWKDW/DERXU·VDQGWKH/LE'HPV·PHVVDJH
was resonating. It meant that voters were treated 
to a false narrative by the news media.  
Indeed, the way the campaign was conducted 
and reported was a distraction from any serious 
attempt to have an honest argument about the 
GHÀFLWZHOIDUHVWDWHJURZWKDQGWKHQDWXUHRI 
British society.  
It is very simplistic to separate out the dif-
ferent news media because they are all networked 
into each other. However, clearly social media was 
the worst offender in creating a self-referential 
bubble, especially on the Left. In a mirror image, 
the right-wing newspapers who were panicked by 
an apparently close race redoubled their efforts to 
drive home the horrors of  Ed, Nicola and Nigel.
79ZDVDNH\EURNHULQWKLVFDPSDLJQRI 
mistaken premises. On the one hand the broad-
casters did try much harder than the newspapers 
and social networks to cover a broad range of  
topics and they did deliver an unprecedented 
slew of  information and balanced analysis. But 
on the other, they went along with the banal the-
atre of  the tightest, most sterile, stage managed 
campaign ever. 
Studies of  broadcasting in this election, in-
cluding by my team at the LSE, indicate that there 
was a valiant attempt to provide facts and debate. 
But as the campaign wore on the broadcasters in-
FUHDVLQJO\IRFXVHGRQWKH¶KRUVHUDFH·DVWKHSROOV
appeared to show how close the parties were. 
Certain narrative threads played into this 
creation of  a false sense of  drama. The most 
KLJKSURÀOHZDVWKHZD\WKDW(G0LOLEDQG
increased his personal ratings after a series of  
appearances where he outperformed expectations. 
+LVLQWHUYLHZZLWK-HUHP\3D[PDQLQWKHÀUVWPD-
jor broadcasting set-piece where the yelp of  Hell, 
\HV·ZDVLQWHUSUHWHGDVDVLJQRI KLVLQQHUSDVVLRQ
and courage coming to the surface. 
)RUMRXUQDOLVWVWKLVZDVDVHOIDIÀUPLQJVWR-
ry-line that then played into the following leaders 
GHEDWH·$JDLQEHFDXVH0LOLEDQGGLGEHWWHULQ
the post-programme polls than expected it was 
seen as a triumph for Labour. But it was Cameron 
who came out on top and Nicola Sturgeon who 
emerged as the most popular new voice.
This pattern repeated itself  through the chal-
OHQJHUV·GHEDWHZKHUH&DPHURQDQG&OHJJZHUH
DEVHQWDQGWKHÀQDO%%&4XHVWLRQ7LPHZKHUH
the three main leaders engaged with the public in 
what was easily the most dramatic and political-
ly-charged of  all the election broadcasts. Again, 
Cameron came out on top in tests of  audience 
reaction but because the national polls had the 
parties tied, commentators tended to ignore his 
clear personal lead. 
Despite the vast volume of  broadcast materi-
al this was the most stage-managed election cam-
paign ever and the broadcasters (and the newspa-
SHUVWRDGHJUHHZHUHDOPRVWHQWLUHO\FRPSOLDQW
Perhaps they were exhausted by their struggle to 
JHWWKHQRQ¶GHEDWHV·WRKDSSHQ
3HUKDSVLW·VMXVWWRRORJLVWLFDOO\FRQYHQLHQWWR
go along with the endless bland photo-opportu-
nities in factories or fenced off  warehouses with 
activist audiences and camera-ready angles of  
party-coloured sets, placards and balloons.  
,WZDVWKH79DQGUDGLRWKDWSURGXFHGWKH
IHZUDUHH[DPSOHVRI RIIVFULSWLQVLJKW7KH-DPHV
Landale kitchen confession from David Cameron 
that he would only serve one more term, for ex-
DPSOH7KH¶FDUFUDVK·1DWDOLH%HQQHWWLQWHUYLHZ
with Nick Ferrari. And the ridiculous charade of  
WKH0LOLEDQG·VVHFRQGNLWFKHQ%XWWKHHVVHQWLDO
triviality of  these moments proves how closed 
down this campaign was. 
+HZDVQRWDORQHEXW&KDQQHO1HZV·$OH[
Thomson deserves credit for trying to peek be-
KLQGWKH35SURSVZKLOH6N\1HZV·$GDP%RXO-
WRQDQGWKH%%&·V$QGUHZ1HLODOVRUDLOHGDJDLQVW
the tight-lipped, cardboard cut-out campaign. 
7KLVZDVWKHHOHFWLRQZKHUH79GRPLQDWHG
the space, newspapers harangued voters and 
VRFLDOPHGLDDPSOLÀHGFKDWEXWZKHUHYLUWXDOO\
no-one, including the pollsters, called it right 
and barely anyone landed a punch or opened 
the debate.
Broadcasting: at the centre of the most 
managed election campaign
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The right man for the job: the gendered campaign 
-HUHP\3D[PDQ·VTXHVWLRQZKHWKHU(G0LOL-
band was tough enough to handle foreign 
policy matters was an early indication of  the 
personalised and masculinised campaign to 
come. Cameron and Miliband dominated the 
news coverage, despite the presence of  three 
women leaders, Nicola Sturgeon, Leanne 
Wood and Natalie Bennett. Political leadership 
is often imbued with traditionally masculine 
characteristics and traits such as personal 
strength, competitiveness and ambition. Many 
of  these traits sit awkwardly with expectations 
about femininity, and women candidates often 
struggle under such conditions.  
Masculine stereotypes were often called 
upon in the news coverage of  the campaign 
WROHQGFUHGHQFHWRRUTXHVWLRQWKHPDOH
leaders as credible and suitable political 
leaders. The scrutiny given to the spouses of  
Cameron, Miliband and Clegg is not only a 
means assessing their normality, but also a way 
of  emphasising their virility, and with it, their 
PDVFXOLQHFUHGHQWLDOV9DULRXVUHIHUHQFHVKLQW-
ing at their sexual attractiveness and virility, or 
lack thereof, also pervaded the popular press 
in particular. The most obvious examples were 
The Sun·V¶2RSV,·YHMXVWORVWP\HOHFWLRQ·
KHDGOLQHDIWHUWKHOHDGHUV·GHEDWHDQGWKH
emergence of  the 0LOLIDQGRPSKHQRPHQRQ 
on twitter. Emphasising fatherhood can also 
be seen as an attempt to portray the leaders 
as caring, strong patriarchs who are able to 
protect and defend the powerless. Cameron, 
in particular, called upon these ideas to deflect 
criticism of  his commitment to the NHS 
by controversially referringWRKLVODWHVRQ·V
health problems.  
One leader who was especially presented 
as a masculine figure was Nigel Farage. The 
IUHTXHQWGHSLFWLRQ of  him in the pub, with 
pint in hand, plays into his desire to present 
KLPVHOI DVDQ¶RUGLQDU\EORNH·ZKRLVDSROLW-
ically-incorrect and straight-talking politician 
who dares to challenge the establishment. 
Whether or not this is a desirable way for a 
SDUW\OHDGHUWREHKDYHLVSHUKDSVTXHVWLRQDEOH
but it seems unlikely that such an approach 
could be successfully adopted by a woman. 
Calling on masculine stereotypes has its risks, 
IRUH[DPSOH'DYLG&DPHURQ·Vinability to 
remember which football team he supports 
perhaps undermined his masculine credentials 
DWOHDVWZLWKVRPHVHFWLRQVRI WKHSXEOLF
Presidential and masculinised campaigns 
are fraught with danger for women leaders. 
The double-binds associated with women in 
politics are well discussed by feminist schol-
ars and partially explain the domination of  
SROLWLFVE\PHQ7KHWHOHYLVHGOHDGHUV·GHEDWHV
PXFKOLNH3ULPH0LQLVWHU·V4XHVWLRQVLQWKH
House of  Commons, are often seen as highly 
masculine competitions, where leaders can 
pit their intellectual strength and wit against 
one another. It therefore surprised many that 
Nicola Sturgeon was deemed by many com-
mentators to have been the most successful 
performer this time around.  
The Loughborough Communication 
5HVHDUFK&HQWUH·Vanalysis of  the nation-
al coverage showed Sturgeon was the most 
prominent woman in the campaign coverage, 
DSSHDULQJLQRI QHZVLWHPVE\WKHWKLUG
ZHHNKHOSHGE\KHUXQLTXHUROHDVSRWHQWLDO
¶NLQJPDNHU·WKHWHUPLWVHOI GHQRWLQJWKH
extent to which politics is still considered a 
PDVFXOLQHVSKHUH'HVSLWHDQLQFUHDVLQJO\
hostile national press which sought to portray 
her as a threat to British unity and English 
sovereignty, Sturgeon had a strong campaign. 
Conversely, Wood and Bennett struggled to 
make an impact on the national media, appear-
LQJLQMXVWRI LWHPVE\WKHVDPHSRLQW
in the campaign. Other prominent women 
politicians, like Theresa May, Nicky Morgan 
and Yvette Cooper were also marginal to 
the campaign coverage. Other voices which 
ordinarily puncture the campaign coverage, 
such as YRWHUVDQGYDULRXV¶H[SHUWV· were also 
dominated by men. The only category where 
women were prevalent was the category of  
¶SROLWLFLDQV·UHODWLYH·
1LFROD6WXUJHRQ·VVXFFHVVIXOQHJRWLD-
tion of  a personalised and male-dominated 
campaign seems to defy the usual narrative 
of  British electoral coverage, whereby women 
are significantly marginalised. The mediated 
representation of  men and women general-
ly, however, serves to reinforce the fact that 
politics and news coverage of  it, continues to 
be dominated by men.
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7KH%%&4XHVWLRQ7LPHSURJUDPPHRQ$SULO
ZDVDSSODXGHGE\FRPPHQWDWRUVIRUÀQDOO\OHWWLQJ
the public into the election campaign. -RQDWKDQ
Freedland writes that, After a campaign lament-
ed for its sterility, vacuum-packing the leading 
candidates in airless rooms a safe distance from 
the voting public, the BBC Question Time special 
forced the men who would be prime minister 
to face the electorate at last. But for some time 
LWZDVQ·WFOHDUZKHWKHUWHOHYLVHGGHEDWHVLQYROY-
ing the leaders or similar programmes would 
go ahead at all, as the broadcasters and political 
parties wrestled over the details of  the debates in 
a series of  private negotiations. When debates are 
presented as an opportunity for the public to hold 
their political leaders to account, it seems perverse 
that it is up to political leaders to decide whether 
the debates go ahead and on what terms. But then 
if  election debates were to be designed from the 
perspective of  the public, rather than political 
parties or indeed media organizations, what might 
they look like? 
%XLOGLQJRQDVWXG\RI WKHGHEDWHV
(see Leaders in the Living RoomZH·YHEHHQ
conducting research to examine what citizens 
themselves want from televised debates and how 
effectively their needs are being met. Through 
a series of  deliberative focus group with voters 
ahead of  the election, and drawing on the capabil-
ities approach developed by Amartya Sen, Martha 
1XVVEDXPDQGRWKHUVZH·YHLGHQWLÀHGÀYHNH\
democratic capabilities that we argue citizens are 
entitled to expect televised debates to enhance 
(see :KDWGR9LHZHUV:DQWIURP7HOHYLVHG(OHF-
tion Debates?&LWL]HQVZDQWHOHFWLRQGHEDWHV
WREHGHVLJQHGLQZD\VWKDWFDQKHOSWKHPWR
EHUDWLRQDODQGLQGHSHQGHQWGHFLVLRQPDNHUV
evaluate political claims and make informed de-
FLVLRQVEHSDUWRI GHPRFUDWLFFXOWXUDOHYHQWV
FRPPXQLFDWHZLWKDQGEHUHFRJQL]HGE\WKH
political leaders who want to represent them; 
DQGPDNHDGLIIHUHQFHWRZKDWKDSSHQVLQWKH
SROLWLFDOZRUOG,QWZRFRQFXUUHQWVWXGLHVZH·UH
examining the extent to which these democrat-
LFFDSDELOLWLHVKDYHEHHQHQKDQFHGE\WKH
televised election debates and exploring how they 
could be strengthened in future.  
2XUÀUVWVWXG\LQYHVWLJDWHVWKHYLHZVRI WKH
SXEOLFDERXWWKHHOHFWLRQGHEDWHVWKURXJK
three surveys with representative samples of  
YRWHUV/LNHWKHVWXG\Leaders in the Living 
RoomWKHDLPLVQRWWRGHWHUPLQH¶:KR:RQ"·
WKHTXHVWLRQZKLFKGRPLQDWHVPXFKMRXUQDO-
LVWLFFRPPHQWDU\EXWWRHYDOXDWHWKHV\VWHPLF
implications and effects of  the debates for voters 
as democratic citizens. In particular, the study will 
assess how effectively the debates measure up 
DJDLQVWRXUÀYHNH\GHPRFUDWLFFDSDELOLWLHVDQG
H[SORUHGLVSDULWLHVDPRQJJURXSV2XUÀQGLQJV
will be published later this year and we expect to 
have interesting things to say about the different 
ZD\VLQZKLFKWKRVHDJHGXQGHUZDWFKHGWKH
debates compared with other viewers. 
Our second study is exploring how the dem-
ocratic capabilities can be enhanced through the 
LPDJLQDWLYHXVHRI GLJLWDOPHGLD:H·YHDVVHPEOHG
a multi-disciplinary team of  researchers from the 
University of  Leeds and the Open University, 
involving specialists in information science and 
design as well as political communication, to de-
velop a platform to replay the debates that allows 
both citizens and political analysts to experience 
and evaluate the debates in new ways. Democratic 
Replay includes a range of  forms of  data ana-
lytics and visualization, from fact checking and 
DUJXPHQWPDSVWRVRFLDOPHGLDDQDO\WLFV:H·YH
also designed a new app for citizen feedback 
called 'HPRFUDWLF5HÁHFWLRQ (see screenshot op-
SRVLWHZKLFKZHWHVWHGZLWKDSDQHORI YRWHUV
during the televised election debates, which asks 
respondents to evaluate the debates in terms of  
their democratic capabilities and so provides a 
more sophisticated way of  judging the democratic 
TXDOLW\RI WKHGHEDWHVWKDQEOXQWLQVWUXPHQWV
VXFKDV¶WKHZRUP·
This was an election campaign characterized 
by a plethora of  televised debate formats. The 
TXHVWLRQRI KRZIDUWKHVHPHGLDHYHQWVVKDSHG
public thinking and enhanced democratic capa-
bilities is our key focus for research. According 
WR'DYLG&DPHURQWKHGHEDWHV¶VXFNHGWKH
OLIHRXW·RI WKHFDPSDLJQ,WZLOOEHLQWHUHVWLQJWR
H[SORUHZKHWKHUWKHGHEDWHVDGGHGWRWKH
sterility and risk-aversion of  the stage-managed 
campaign that Cameron seemed to want - or 
breathed some democratic life into it. 
 
 
 This project is being undertaken in collaboration with 
3URIHVVRU-D\%OXPOHUDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI /HHGV
This project is being undertaken in collaboration 
with Dr Anna De Liddo, Dr Brian Plüss, and Harriett 
Cornish at the Open University and Dr Paul Wilson at 
the University of  Leeds.
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,I DZHHNLVDORQJWLPHLQSROLWLFVÀYH\HDUVLV
Mars One and back, passing go but without the 
T-shirt.  I mention T-shirts because for a fantasy 
PRPHQWRQWKHGD\DIWHUWKHÀUVWOHDGHUV·GHEDWH
when Nicola Sturgeon was regarded by a num-
ber of  media commentators as being the unex-
pected victor, I imagined some wag would have 
SDUOD\HGWKHVXUSULVHKLWRI LQWR¶,DJUHH
ZLWK1LFROD·WHHVWRFHOHEUDWHKHULPSUHVVLYH
SHUIRUPDQFH'HVSLWH5LFKDUG/LWWOHMRKQ·VDaily 
MailVLJQDWXUHPLVRJ\Q\LQKLVDVVHVVPHQW
RI WKHZRPHQOHDGHUVLQWKHÀUVWGHEDWHWKH
inescapable fact was that there were now seven 
leaders on the platform and three of  the four 
newbies were on the distaff  side. Given Natalie 
%HQQHWW·VPXFKSXEOLFLVHG¶EUDLQIDGH·during 
that LBC interview in February, and the mostly 
XQNQRZQTXDQWLW\WKDWLV/HDQQH:RRG3ODLG
&\PUXERWKPDQDJHGWRVFRUHVRPHSROLF\
points - and, together with Sturgeon, demon-
strated that given half  a chance, the girls are as 
JRRGRURWKHUZLVHDVWKHER\VDQGVRPHWLPHV
considerably better. Happily and a little surpris-
ingly  challenging decades of  research including 
my own  news coverage of  the women leaders 
LQWKDWÀUVWGHEDWHZDVPRVWO\JHQGHUQHXWUDO
7KHGLVDVWURXVWZLQSHDNVRI ZRPHQSROLWLFLDQV·
media coverage have traditionally been either 
invisibility or trivialisation but their early public 
SHUIRUPDQFHRQWKHOHDGHUV·VWDJHPHDQWWKDWDOO
three achieved name recognition from the get-
go. Sturgeon in particular must have been very 
pleased to know that Can I vote for the SNP? 
ZDVWKHVL[WKPRVWFRPPRQTXHVWLRQRQ*RRJOH
GXULQJWKHÀUVWOHDGHUV·GHEDWHaccording to 
*RRJOH·VRZQDQDO\WLFV.
The second week of  the election campaign 
ran rather more to type with both Bennett 
and Wood being disappeared by the political 
QHZVER\VDQG6WXUJHRQ·VPHGLDJORZKHDYLO\
tarnished by a harsh assessment of  her per-
IRUPDQFHLQWKHWZR6FRWWLVK/HDGHUV·GHEDWHV
Week two also witnessed the odd spectacle of  
an LBC radio show marketed as the ÀUVWHYHU
¶:RPHQ/HDGHUV·'HEDWH· but which, perversely, 
excluded the three women who actually do lead 
their parties. Instead, listeners were treated to 
WKHYLHZVRI +DUULHW+DUPDQ/DE1LFN\0RU-
JDQ&RQV/\QQH)HDWKHUVWRQH/LE'HPDQG
'LDQH-DPHV8.,3,QSULQFLSOHLW·VDEULOOLDQW
strategy for the media to not always focus on the 
party leaders since the politics-as-beauty-contest 
mostly focuses on personality traits, leaving the 
electorate no better informed about actual policy 
positions - but surely none of  these participants 
could really be described as political leaders? 
On the other hand, it was an interesting debate, 
made even more so by an element called Ask 
0H$Q\WKLQJ·LQZKLFKHDFKSDUWLFLSDQWKDGWR
DQVZHURQHREYLRXVO\WULFN\TXHVWLRQSXWWR
her by each of  her three challengers. It was an 
imaginative tactic and one which could have 
served the electorate well had Auntie Beeb had 
the courage to face-off  the actual party leaders 
using the same strategy.   
)XOO\LQWRZHHNWKUHHFDPHWKHWKLUGOHDGHUV·
RUZKDWZDVGHVFULEHGDVWKH¶FKDOOHQJHUV·
-debate, providing an interesting platform party 
with the three women centre-stage, bookend-
ed by the two guys. Once again, a number of  
media commentators deemed Sturgeon the best 
performer although there were also plaudits 
IRU:RRG·VEROGGLJDW)DUDJHDQG%HQQHWWZDV
crowned the sweetheart of  Twitter, polling the 
highest proportion of  positive tweets posted 
during the debate. Week four saw the media all 
over Sturgeon, again, but mostly not in a good 
way. So compelling have been her performances 
every time she gets to her feet, that the Tory 
press and the Tories themselves began to run 
very scared of  Sturgeon, hoping to put the same 
Presbyterian fear of  God into the electorate. 
One Tory poster showed her puppet-mastering 
Miliband; the Sun photoshopped her face onto 
the body of  tartan bikini-wearing Miley Cyrus 
DVWULGHDZUHFNLQJEDOO%RULV-RKQVRQdescribed 
her as Lady Macbeth in a piece for the Telegraph; 
and Piers Morgan described her as the most 
dangerous wee [sic] woman in Britain in the 
Daily Mail. In response to the latter, Sturgeon 
said that was the nicest thing the Daily Mail had 
HYHUVDLGDERXWKHU7KHÀQDOZHHNVRI WKHFDP-
paign continued to be largely a woman-free zone 
DSDUWIURP6WXUJHRQ·VVLQJXODUVRQJDOWKRXJK
to be fair, hardly any politicians other than the 
Dav/Ed/Nige combo received much in the way 
of  visibility, such was the Presidential tenor of  
media coverage. 
$QGÀQDOO\WKHGD\RI UHFNRQLQJDUH-
sounding SNP victory due in no small part to 
6WXUJHRQ·VVWHOODUSHUIRUPDQFHVRI 03VUH-
turned to Westminster are now female, including 
WKH\RXQJHVW03VLQFH\HDUROG0KDLUL
Black, and women also took over as Party Lead-
HUIRU/DERXU+DUULHW+DUPDQ$FWLQJDQGIRUD
IHZÁHHWLQJGD\V6X]DQQH(YDQV8.,3:H·UH
not there yet by any means but the direction of  
WUDYHOWRZDUGVJHQGHUHTXDOLW\LVRQZDUGVDQG
onwards. Go, girls, go.
Girls on top, who knew? The unpredictability of 
pollsters and publics
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Why cant I vote for a female MP?
:KHQ,ZHQWWRYRWH,KDGD¶FKRLFH·RI ÀYH
men representing national parties; I could not 
choose to vote for a woman (So I spoiled my 
EDOORWSDSHUDQGZURWH613%XWZK\ZHUH
there no female candidates available for me to 
choose from? Is politics still a PDQ·VJDPH·"
And how complicit are the media in shoring up 
masculine political power?
Where previous election coverage has 
IRFXVHGDWWHQWLRQRQOHDGHUV·ZLYHV sadly, not 
much changed in this election. Our research 
shows  that wives of  male political leaders were 
viewed as more important than female politi-
cians: Samantha Cameron still received more 
coverage that Harriet Harman and Teresa May. 
And monitoring by Loughborough showed that 
ZRPHQSROLWLFLDQVIHDWXUHGLQOHVVWKDQDÀIWK
of  coverage.
Where press coverage of  female politi-
cians was inevitable, for example, following 
the leaders debates, we saw a reversion to 
form: The MetroUHSRUWHGWKDW¶6H[\·/HDQQH
Wood has Twitter swooning with her accent; 
Nicola Sturgeon was subject to repeated sexist 
comments and reviled by the Daily Mail as the 
PRVWGDQJHURXVZRPDQLQ%ULWDLQ·DQGKDGKHU
face superimposed on a Miley Cyrus in a tartan 
ELNLQLZLWKWKHKHDGOLQH¶7DUWDQ%DUP\·E\The 
Sun.  Is this really how we talk about our female 
politicians? As sexist coverage dominates, we 
SHUKDSVQHHGWRVWRSDQGDVNTXHVWLRQVDERXW
the kind of  gendered politics that is being 
FRQGXFWHG:RXOGZHVHHDKHDGOLQHZLWK¶6H[\·
Osborne has Twitter swooning with his pecs? 
2UDSLFWXUHRI &DPHURQ·VKHDGVXSHULPSRVHG
RYHUÀFWLRQDOFKDUDFWHU5RVV3ROGDUN·VDEV"$QG
if  we think that sounds ridiculous in respect 
of  a male politician, than why position female 
politicians in this way?
This issue matters because, not only can 
this kind of  coverage put women off  voting, 
DQGVWDQGLQJIRURIÀFHEXWLWDOVRREVFXUHVWKH
ZD\VLQZKLFKZRPHQ·VLVVXHVDUHrepeatedly 
marginalised. While economic coverage was the 
second most prominent issue in the campaign 
far less attention was paid to WKHRI FXWV
that have fallen on womenWKHVHZRPHQ·VYRLF-
es and their interests are drowned out. 
,WLVHDV\WRSRLQWÀQJHUVVROHO\DWWKH
media; and indeed commentators have made 
a point of  calling the media on their coverage 
and not all media outlets can be tarred with the 
same brush as the Daily Mail. However, what 
has been less widely commented on in this 
context is the way in which political parties also 
play a role in what media cover. Extensive anal-
ysis of  the ways in which politicians manipulate 
the media seems to go out of  the window when 
it comes to this kind of  coverage. Politicians go 
to great lengths to manage media appearances: 
so why are politicians allowing media to get 
away with this kind of  behaviour and leaving 
LWWRMRXUQDOLVWVLQGHSHQGHQWDQGSURIHVVLRQDO
and campaigners such as the YLHZVQRWVKRHV
campaign to monitor this kind of  coverage? 
Rather than challenge media stereotypes, 
politicians themselves have played into them. 
/DERXU·V¶SLQNEXV·ZDVDSXEOLFLW\VWXQWDLPHG
at attracting women voters, yet analysis shows 
WKDWDFWXDOO\WKHUHZDVDJDSEHWZHHQPHQ
and women in the turnout at the last election. 
Gendered stunts are not necessary. We do 
QHHGKRZHYHUSURDFWLYHVWUDWHJLHVWRUHFUXLW
ZRPHQLQWRSROLWLFDOSDUWLHVDQGIRUWKRVH
SDUWLHVWRUHSUHVHQWZRPHQ·VLVVXHVDQGIRU
media outlets to focus on the policies promot-
ed by female politicians not their appearances. 
These are just three necessary conditions to 
LPSURYHZRPHQ·VGHVFULSWLYHDQGVXEVWDQWLYH
representation in politics.  
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Immigration coverage and populist cultural work 
in the 2015 General Election campaign
,QWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQFDPSDLJQLPPL-
gration was a key battleground issue. It featured 
VWURQJO\LQHDFKRI WKHPDLQSDUWLHV·PDQLIHVWRV
and attracted a steady volume of  news media 
FRYHUDJH,PPLJUDWLRQZDVÀUPO\RQWKHQDWLRQDO
electioneering agenda as if  this were a matter of  
¶FRPPRQVHQVH·3HUKDSVWKLVVKRXOGQRWEHVXU-
SULVLQJ7KHLQFUHDVLQJVLJQLÀFDQFHRI LPPLJUD-
tion at the polls certainly seems clear according to 
successive IPSOS MORI opinion poll data. When 
DVNHGGXULQJWKHFDPSDLJQ¶/RRNLQJDKHDG
to the next General Election, which, if  any, of  
these issues do you think will be very important 
to you in helping you to decide which party to 
YRWHIRU"·DV\OXPDQGLPPLJUDWLRQZDVUGPRVW
cited - apparently as critical an issue as education 
and outranking previously stalwart areas such as 
law and order/crime. In the more general Issues 
Index poll, immigration consistently ranks in the 
WRSRYHUWDNLQJWKH1+6DVWKH¶PRVWLPSRU-
WDQWLVVXHIDFLQJ%ULWDLQWRGD\·LQ0DUFK
+RZHYHUWKLV¶FRPPRQVHQVH·SXEOLFSURÀOHRI 
LPPLJUDWLRQLVQHLWKHU¶QDWXUDO·QRUJXDUDQWHHG
but rather, I argue, the product of  populist cultur-
al work to which the main political parties and the 
press contribute. 
'XULQJWKH¶VKRUW·HOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQQDWLRQDO
newspapers mentioned immigration daily, al-
though policy was not necessarily always the focus 
of  reports. Polls played an important role in shap-
ing press narratives (assessing public trust in each 
SDUW\VXSSRUWIRUSROLFLHVDQGYRWLQJIRUHFDVWV
Celebrity endorsements, policy guides and games 
aimed at informing voting decisions also featured. 
Coverage trailing the televised leadership debates 
DQGDVVHVVLQJSHUIRUPDQFHVZDVVLJQLÀFDQWLQ-
FOXGLQJ8.,3·VDFFXVDWLRQRI %%&OHIWLVWELDVLQ
the composition of  debate audiences. Manifesto 
and campaign launches featured strongly early on 
with headline-grabbing policy announcements, 
especially from UKIP. Labour policy was repre-
VHQWHGDVGHIHQVLYHZLWK0LOLEDQG·VDVVHUWLRQWKDW
KDYLQJ¶JRWLWZURQJLQWKHSDVW·/DERXUZRXOG
QRZEH¶VPDUW·RQLPPLJUDWLRQ
Negative campaigning also formed part of  
the narrative with Labour accusing Tories of  
breaking promises over reducing net migration 
DQGERUGHUH[LWFKHTXHV7RU\FODLPVWKDW(G
0LOLEDQGGLGQ·WFDUHDERXWLPPLJUDWLRQWKH613
FRQGHPQLQJ8.,3·V'DYLG&REXUQ·VYLHZVDV
¶DEVROXWHO\XWWHUO\GLVJXVWLQJ·DQG&DPHURQ·V
XUJHWR8.,3YRWHUVWR¶FRPHKRPH·(GLWRULDOV
HQFRXUDJLQJYRWHUV·DOOHJLDQFHWRSDUWLFXODUSDUWLHV
were also common. Controversies such as internal 
SDUW\DQ[LHWLHVRYHU/DERXU·V¶FRQWUROVRQLPPL-
JUDWLRQ·FDPSDLJQPHUFKDQGLVHPXJDQGVWRULHV
DERXW8.,3FDQGLGDWHV·IDUULJKWDVVRFLDWLRQVRU
homophobic/racist comments were highlighted. 
On rare occasions comment pieces did cri-
WLTXHWKHGHPRQL]DWLRQRI PLJUDQWV2WKHUXQXVX-
al stories included a voter survey reporting people 
QRORQJHUEHOLHYHGD¶OLEHUDOHOLWH·GLVDOORZHGWDON
about immigration, a protestor adding welcome 
PDWV·WR8.,3LPPLJUDWLRQSRVWHUVDQGD3ROLVK
Prince challenging Farage to a sword duel in Hyde 
Park. Coverage of  the migrant crisis in the Medi-
terranean featured too, focusing on the likelihood 
that the UK would be asked to accept a migrant 
TXRWDDQG0LOLEDQG·VVXJJHVWLRQODUJHO\UHSRUWHG
DVDQRXWUDJHRXV¶VPHDU·WKDW&DPHURQ·VSROLFLHV
were partially responsible for the crisis. Other 
comments argued the boat tragedies exposed the 
parochialism of  UK election campaigning on 
immigration. However, overall dominant nega-
tive narratives were not challenged. Most articles 
ZRUNHGWRUHLQIRUFHWKH¶FRPPRQVHQVH·QRWLRQ
that political parties simply respond to democratic 
GHPDQGVDQGWKDW¶WKHLVVXH·VKRXOGVLPSO\EH
taken seriously rather than critically interrogated 
or challenged. 
$UJXDEO\WKHPHDQLQJRI LPPLJUDWLRQ·V
prominence is not so settled as it might appear 
from opinion polls. Unlike the NHS or the econ-
omy, it is not an issue with which the majority 
of  people living in the country necessarily have 
DGLUHFWPDWHULDOH[SHULHQFH,WVVLJQLÀFDQFHGRHV
not only come from concerns about current 
JOREDOPLJUDWLRQÁRZVRU(8PLJUDWLRQSROLWLFV
It is always already culturally loaded and racialised, 
concerned with the division of  political space be-
WZHHQSHRSOH¶ZKREHORQJ·DQGWKRVHZKRGRQRW
DQGFRPHVZRYHQWKURXJKZLWKSUHYLRXVHUDV·
social anxieties and cultural antagonisms. The 
SDUDPHWHUVRI ¶WKHLVVXH·KDYHORQJEHHQODUJHO\
À[HGIUDPHGZLWKLQDGRPLQDQWGLVFRXUVHKROG-
ing that stronger border controls and more puni-
tive restrictions upon migrants are almost always 
D¶JRRGWKLQJ·ZLWKWKHDOUHDG\VHWWOHGSRSXODWLRQ
WKH%ULWLVKHOHFWRUDWHMXVWLÀHGLQIHHOLQJKDUG
GRQHE\7KHQRLV\¶GHEDWH·RQLPPLJUDWLRQLVQRW
about these ideas, but about parties positioning 
and defending their political identities within 
a populist mainstream. The rise of  UKIP has 
brought this struggle into sharp relief, which par-
tially explains the extraordinary media attention 
they have received. With other parties seeking to 
QHXWUDOL]H8.,3·VSRSXOLVWDSSHDOWKLVSROLWLFDO
JURXQGLVSURWHFWHGIURPTXHVWLRQRUGLVUHSXWH
- there is rarely an accusation of  anti-migrant 
scaremongering or racism in the mainstream. The 
PDLQSDUWLHVÀJKWYHU\FDUHIXOO\RQWKLVWHUUDLQWR
protect themselves, but also to avoid compromis-
ing it with the national press largely complicit in 
this populist cultural work.  
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Figure 1: Immigration Election National Press Coverage 2015*
*Nexis UK search of  national newspaper headlines, lead paragraphs and indexing using search terms:
LPPLJUD2UPLJUD2UDV\OXPRUUHIXJHH$QGHOHFWLRQ1RW&OLQWRQRU9LNWRRU%XUXQGLRU/H3HQRU1HWDQ\DKXRU7RQ\$EERWW 
or South Africa or Puerto Rico or Obama or Dafur or Eritrea or Malaysia or Kashmir or Republican or Rajapaska or Buhari.
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Winning and losing the Battle for Number 10: 
a linguistic analysis of the Paxman vs Cameron/Miliband 
election interviews
2QWKHWK0DUFKWKHÀUVWWHOHYLVLRQ
LQWHUYLHZVRI WKH8.*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
with David Cameron and Ed Miliband were 
FRQGXFWHGE\-HUHP\3D[PDQWKHQRWRULRXVO\
savage veteran political interviewer. The media 
DFFRXQWVRI WKHLQWHUYLHZVDQGWKHVXEVHTXHQW
TXHVWLRQDQVZHUVHVVLRQZLWKWKHVWXGLRDXGL-
ence inevitably searched for a winner and a los-
er, with the Guardian ICM poll putting Cameron 
as the narrow winner with an approval rating 
RI LQFRPSDULVRQWR0LOLEDQG·V$F-
counts of  the interviews varied, but some held 
WKDW¶&DPHURQVXUYLYHGDQLQWHQVHJULOOLQJ·DQG
WKDWKHZDV¶PDXOHG·E\3D[PDQ
A detailed linguistic analysis of  the Paxman 
interviews is revealing, not least because com-
mentators tend to make two assumptions about 
this event that are not borne out in the inter-
DFWLRQDOGHWDLO)LUVWO\WKDW3D[PDQLVHTXDOO\
combative in his treatment of  the politicians, 
leading to the second assumption that the in-
terviews are comparable and allow a fair assess-
PHQWRI WKHSROLWLFLDQV·SHUIRUPDQFH+RZHYHU
on examination of  the interview transcripts the 
differences between the interviews are strik-
LQJ&DPHURQWDNHVVSHDNLQJWXUQVLQKLV
PLQXWHVHFRQGLQWHUYLHZ7KHDYHUDJH
length of  these turns is 70 words and the 
ORQJHVWWXUQLVZRUGV,QFRQWUDVW0LOLEDQG
WDNHVVSHDNLQJWXUQVLQKLVPLQXWH
second interview, the average length of  these 
WXUQVLVRQO\ZRUGVDQGKLVORQJHVWWXUQMXVW
ZRUGV2YHUDOO&DPHURQXWWHUVZRUGV
LQWKHLQWHUYLHZDQG0LOLEDQG&DPHURQ
VSHDNVPRUHWKDQ0LOLEDQG
,QWKHSROLWLFDOLQWHUYLHZWKHLQTXLVLWRULDO
role of  the interviewer dictates the interactional 
pressure on the interviewee. In the Cameron 
LQWHUYLHZ3D[PDQWDNHVVSHDNLQJWXUQV
DQGPDNHVLQWHUUXSWLRQVEXWLQWKH0LOLE-
DQGLQWHUYLHZKHWDNHVWXUQVDQGPDNHV
interruptions. This allows an assessment of  
the intensity of  interrogation or degree of  the 
¶FXWDQGWKUXVW·RI WKHLQWHUYLHZE\GLYLGLQJ
the number of  interviewer turns by the total 
length of  the interview. Using this measure, 
the intensity of  interrogation in the Cameron 
LQWHUYLHZLVWXUQVSHUPLQXWHZKLOHLQWKH
Miliband interview it is considerably higher 
DWLQWHUYLHZHUWXUQVSHUPLQXWH,WLVFOHDU
that Miliband copes well under this intensity 
of  interrogation. He retaliates by interrupting 
3D[PDQ·VTXHVWLRQLQJWXUQVWLPHV&DPHURQ
RQO\LQWHUUXSWVWZLFHDQGKHJDLQVWKHXSSHU
hand by reversing the roles and asking Paxman 
TXHVWLRQV+HDVNV3D[PDQZKHWKHUKHUHDGV
media articles about himself, whether Cameron 
ZDVWKH¶PDQRQWKHWXEH·ZKRGRXEWHG0LOLE-
DQG·VHIIHFWLYHQHVVDVDOHDGHUDQGKHTXHVWLRQV
3D[PDQ·VDXWKRULW\LQSUHGLFWLQJWKHRXWFRPH
RI WKHHOHFWLRQ´<RXPD\EHLPSRUWDQW-HUHP\
but you are not that important which elicits 
laughter and applause from the audience.  
7KH¶3D[RWUHDWPHQW·LVIDPRXVO\DGYHU-
sarial and there are extremely confrontational 
personal attacks in both interviews. However, 
the most personal attacks on Cameron are 
PLWLJDWHGRUVRIWHQHGE\3D[PDQ-XVWEHIRUH
TXHVWLRQLQJ&DPHURQ·VLQYROYHPHQWZLWK¶ULFK
SHRSOH·KHDVNV´,·PJRLQJWREHSHUVRQDOLI ,
may for a second to which Cameron sanctions 
you may. Later in the interview Paxman uses 
an apology and a polite formula to launch an 
adversarial attack on Cameron when he says: 
´,·PVRUU\,GRQ·WZDQWWREHUXGHEXWGR\RX
know and you are not telling us or do you not 
know? Although the apologetic preface to the 
TXHVWLRQFDQEHLQWHUSUHWHGLURQLFDOO\WKHUHLV
no evidence that these deferential, polite and 
mitigating moves are duplicated in his personal 
attacks on Miliband who is confronted with a 
forthright the thing is they see you as a North 
London geek and they look at you and they 
WKLQN¶ZKDWDVKDPHLWLVQ·WKLVEURWKHU·µ 
3D[PDQDOVRDFFXVHV0LOLEDQGRI XVLQJ¶OLNHO\·
DVD¶ZHDVHOZRUG·PRFNVKLVXVHRI WKHZRUG
¶FRQVHTXHQWLDOV·DQGPLUURUV0LOOLEDQG·VSKUDVHV
in order to ridicule him. Paxman intervenes 
when Miliband introduces new topics in his 
responses by saying you are asking yourself  
TXHVWLRQVµEXWDOORZV&DPHURQWRHTXLYRFDWH
with more freedom, as evidenced by his com-
paratively long speaking turns.  
This analysis shows that while both poli-
WLFLDQVDUHVXEMHFWWR3D[PDQ·VSHUVLVWHQWDQG
DGYHUVDULDOTXHVWLRQLQJ3D[PDQDOORZV&DPHU-
on to speak more and defers to his authority.  
Miliband is permitted to speak less and is ridi-
culed and undermined more aggressively. It is 
perhaps unsurprising, given the impressions fos-
WHUHGE\WKHVHGLIIHUHQFHVWKDW&DPHURQ¶ZLQV·
the approval ratings. However, the metaphor of  
winning and losing seems particularly misplaced 
when the competitors are facing such different 
interactional obstacles.
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Hot Dog Politics: Why comfort food makes  
politicians uncomfortable
:KHWKHULW·V'DYLG&DPHURQHDWLQJDKRWGRJ
Nick Clegg tucking into a mince pie, or Ed  
Miliband attacking a bacon sandwich, British 
politicians have a deeply troublesome relation 
with comfort food. More than in any other 
country, the symbolic power of  eating habits 
seems to have become an essential ingredient of  
election campaigns. How politicians deal with 
WKHDZNZDUGQHVVRI VOLSSHU\ZLHQHUVJUHDV\ÀQ-
gers, oozing fat or ketchup is in Britain a strong 
marker for class awareness. Who on earth would 
HDWDKRWGRJZLWK¶)25.DQG.1,)(·DVWKH
¶SRVK·SULPHPLQLVWHUGLGDWD%%4LQ3RROH
'RUVHW":K\LV/DERXU·VOHDGHUWKDWXQFRPIRUW-
DEOHZKHQSXWWLQJDZD\DW\SLFDO¶ZRUNLQJFODVV·
sarnie? In this campaign, the food gaffes of  
both David Cameron and Ed Miliband have 
been extensively discussed in the press, exploited 
for political reasons and made fun of  on social 
media and the internet. 
How politicians consume snacks thus 
becomes a criterion for political position and 
competence, but also for reliability and authen-
ticity. Although poor Ed Miliband argued that 
the issue of  eating bacon sandwiches, honestly, 
really and truly, is not what politics is about, 
the incident haunted him like a ghost. 7KH6XQ·V
front page the day before the elections was the 
climax of  the affair. A dazzling word play culmi-
QDWLQJLQ´6$9(285%$&21'RQ·WVZDOORZ
his porkies and keep him OUT accompanied 
the already notorious full-page picture of  Mili-
band clumsily tucking into his sandwich. It con-
veyed a message of  clear incompetence. This 
LVWKHSLJ·VHDU(GPDGHRI DKHOSOHVVVDUQLH,Q
KRXUVKHFRXOGEHGRLQJWKHVDPHWR%ULWDLQµ
Hot dog politics at its best.
The entanglement of  comfort food and 
politics might to a large extent be a typical 
British phenomenon, just as the open and even 
PDOLFLRXVSROLWLFDOFDPSDLJQLQJRI WKHWDEORLG
press. However, the gaffes also reveal a pro-
IRXQGUHVKXIÁLQJRI WKHFRPPXQLFDWLRQDQG
information infrastructure. Five years ago, the 
Guardian DOUHDG\PDGHDFDOOIRUWKH¶ÀUVWVRFLDO
PHGLDHOHFWLRQV·DQGZKLOHWKLVZDVFRQVLGHUHG
exaggerated back then, many expected that so-
FLDOPHGLDZRXOGKDYHDOHDGLQJUROHLQWKH
campaign. But when the smoke had cleared, 
FRPPHQWDWRUVOLNH%%&·V5RU\&HOODQ-RQHV
concluded, referring to another notorious Sun 
KHDGOLQHWKDW´LWZDVQ·WVRFLDOPHGLD¶ZRWZRQ
LW·µDQGWKDW7ZLWWHUDQG)DFHERRNKDGQRW
´EHFRPHYDVWO\PRUHLQÁXHQWLDOWKDQQHZVSD-
pers in spreading election messages. It tempted 
Rupert Murdoch too  ironically  tweet: UK 
poll explodes myth of  social media power. Great 
time for competitive free press.
This binary thinking of  isolated media 
spheres misses the point. What is far more inter-
esting is the interplay between legacy media like 
the Sun and what happens on social media. While 
publishers and journalists still mainly think in 
terms of  who produces the news, it might be 
more revealing to analyse how news users go 
about it. News use is increasingly social. The 
PDMRULW\RI WKHWUDIÀFWRQHZVZHEVLWHVFRPHV
via social media and news outlets are increas-
ingly dependent on citizens pushing their news 
WKURXJKVRFLDOQHWZRUNV-RXUQDOLVWVHYHUPRUH
ÀQGWKHLUQHZVRQVRFLDOPHGLDDOZD\VZLOOLQJ
WRH[SORLWDSROLWLFLDQ·VJDIIHRQ7ZLWWHUMXVW
DVN/DERXU·V(PLO\7KRUQEHUU\ZKLOHFLWL]HQV
engage with legacy news online. The pictures of  
Cameron eating a hot dog and Miliband strug-
gling with his sarnie have had a large circulation 
on Twitter and Facebook, and have been turned 
LQWRLQÁXHQWLDOPHPHV7KLVZRUNVERWKQHJ-
atively, for example when citizens Photoshop 
¶EDFRQ(G·LQIDPRXVÀOPVFHQHVDQGSRVLWLYHO\
as became clear when tweeps started posting 
pictures of  themselves struggling with comfort 
IRRGXVLQJWKHKDVKWDJ-H6XLV(G
Spiral of  Conformation
So, what are the lessons to be learnt for politi-
cians from these food gaffes and what are the 
FRQVHTXHQFHVIRUSROLWLFDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ"
The most obvious one is to stay away from 
consuming comfort food in public. It might 
get candidates into trouble, whether they eat it 
with cutlery or with your hands. Spin doctors 
ZLOOPRVWSUREDEO\DGYLVHWKHPWRÀQGRWKHU
ways to engage with the public and expose their 
authentic selves. After all, there will always be a 
photographer around, either from a professional 
news organization or a random citizen who uses 
KLVVPDUWSKRQHWRTXLFNO\FDWFKDQDZNZDUG
moment and put it online. As we have seen in 
WKHSDVWWKHVH¶IXQQ\·SLFWXUHVUXQOLNHZLOGÀUH
DQGLWTXLFNO\EHFRPHVLPSRVVLEOHWRFRQWUROWKH
message and minimize political damage. 
However, the most damaging effect for de-
mocracy in this destabilized power structure of  
political communication is that slowly but surely 
politicians get trapped in a spiral of  conforma-
tion. The main aim of  election campaigns then 
more and more shifts from conveying political 
views and persuading citizens to engage with 
clear ideological visions, to avoiding gaffes and 
clear positions. When trivial sayings and awk-
ward incidents have severe unforeseeable and 
uncontrollable political effects, avoiding sponta-
neous situations and saying as little meaningful 
as possible might be the most effective strategy 
for politicians.
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The kitchen as the new campaign battleground: 
changing notions of masculinity
,QWKLVHOHFWLRQWKHÀHUFHVWEDWWOHVKDYHEHHQ
staged in the most unlikely of  places: the 
kitchen. This trend started when Ed Miliband 
EHFDPHZLGHO\NQRZQDV¶7ZR.LWFKHQV(G·
after it emerged that the kitchen in which the 
Milibands ZHUHÀOPHG for a BBC interview on 
0DUFKZDVRQHRI WZRLQWKHLUKRPH6DUDK
9LQH²0LFKDHO*RYH·VZLIH²TXLSSHGLQWKH
Daily Mail that the kitchen was bland, func-
tional, humourless, cold and about as much fun 
to live in as a Communist era housing block in 
0LQVNµ,WVXEVHTXHQWO\HPHUJHGWKDWWKHVHF-
ond  and superior  kitchen was mostly used 
by the live-in nanny.
David Cameron added insult to injury by 
giving The Sun exclusive access to his gleam-
ing Downing Street kitchen. The paper filmed 
the prime minister making a sardine sandwich 
ZLWKDGDVKRI PD\RQQDLVHDQGVXEVHTXHQWO\
eating it in style. A blow-by-blow account in 
the Independent described how he flawlessly 
takes a bite, masterly holding the slice while 
controlling his jaw muscles, his eyes focused on 
the task at hand.
6XEVHTXHQWO\WKHPDLQVFRRSRI WKH
campaign was delivered in the kitchen. In an 
interviewZLWKWKH%%&·VGHSXW\HGLWRU-DPHV
/DQGDOHFDUULHGRXWODUJHO\LQ'DYLG&DPHURQ·V
constituency home kitchen, the PM dropped 
the bombshell that he would not be seeking a 
third term. Cameron talked about the very high 
WHVWRVWHURQH·DWPRVSKHUHRI 3ULPH0LQLVWHU·V
Question Time while chopping up lettuce, the at-
WHQWLRQRI WKHFDPHUDVTXDUHO\RQWKHKLJKHQG
salad spinner, with some lingering glances at 
his absolutely massive fridge. The message: he 
knows how to make love and war. And a simple 
ham salad for dinner. Of  course, Cameron has 
a long-standing track record of  using kitchen 
appearances for moments of  heightened politi-
cal drama. He famously opened his Webcamer-
on videolog series doing the washing up after a 
porridge breakfast. 
Finally, Ed Miliband struck back by taking 
to alternative news channels to advance his 
message, in the face of  what was often relent-
lessly negative coverage in the mainstream me-
dia. He did this by agreeing to an interview with 
Russell Brand for his YouTube show, the Trews, 
in his kitchen. Following on from the interview, 
Brand endorsed Labour and encouraged his 
viewers to vote for the party, going against his 
long-held opposition to electoral politics  a 
decision he later came to regret.
So, how do we make sense of  this emerging 
kitchen politics? First of  all, it seems, politi-
cians are hell-bent on showing off  their culi-
nary skills and sparkling appliances. Secondly, 
however, in an era of  increasingly personalised 
politics, the kitchen as campaign battleground 
signals access to the domestic, intimate and 
private spaces the politicians inhabit; away from 
the cynical and calculating world of  politics. 
Seeing politicians scrape porridge off  break-
fast plates, in other words, makes them appear 
more authentic  more truthful and sincere, less 
performed and rehearsed.
7KHÁXUU\RI SROLWLFLDQVLQWKHLUNLWFK-
ens demonstrates broader shifts in the norms 
of  masculinity. Politicians are now not only 
UHTXLUHGWRVKRZWKHPVHOYHVDVGHFLVLYHOHDGHUV
but also loving fathers and husbands who 
contribute to domestic work, including cooking 
and child care. 
It would have been unthinkable to see Win-
ston Churchill doing battle with the dirty dish-
HVEXWWRGD\·VVXFFHVVIXOOHDGHUKDVWRGHPRQ-
strate peak performance with a kitchen sponge. 
According to this new paradigm of  political 
masculinity, hard work in the private sphere of  
the kitchen is entirely compatible with victory 
in the public sphere of  politics.
)RUWRGD\·VPDOHSROLWLFDOOHDGHUVWKHWHU-
rain on which elections are fought is more likely 
to be their kitchen than the House of  Com-
mons. That is because the former gives them 
PRUHRI DFKDQFHWRVKRZRII WKHLUÀQHWXQHG
masculinity than the latter. Now more than 
ever, the personal is political.
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2 Voters, Polls and Results
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Given the blanket media coverage of  national 
SROLWLFVEHIRUHGXULQJDQGDIWHU·VXQH[SHFW-
ed parliamentary election result, the proverbial 
visitor from Mars could be forgiven for missing 
DSHUKDSVHTXDOO\LPSRUWDQWVHWRI HOHFWLRQVWKDW
took place. But before looking at the English local 
elections I have to commit the same sin as the na-
WLRQDOPHGLDDQGFRQFHQWUDWHRQWKH¶ELJ·HOHFWLRQ
The result was just so surprising. 
:KR·GKDYHWKRXJKWLW":KHQ,VDZP\
IRUPHUDFDGHPLFFROOHDJXHDQG3K'VXSHUYLVRU
Colin Rallings open that exit poll envelope on 
,79,VLPSO\UHIXVHGWREHOLHYHWKHFRQWHQWV,
was not alone; the massed ranks of  politicians 
and political analysts on all channels scoffed in 
collective disbelief. And one branch of  political 
science is going to have to take a hard look at its 
methods following the failure of  the opinion polls 
in the six months before this election. Anything 
WKDWZHDNHQV3HWHU.HOOQHU	&R·VLQÁXHQFHPXVW
be a good thing. For far too long, the polls have 
dominated popular coverage of  electoral politics 
to the detriment of  the things that really matter.  
I was covering the election for the local 
BBC radio station and spent the weeks before-
hand commenting in all the local and regional 
PHGLD2QHUHTXLUHPHQWRI WKLVVRUWRI FRYHUDJH
E\DFDGHPLFVLVWKHÀFWLRQWKDWRQHLV¶XQELDVHG·
so a certain detachment needs to be cultivated. 
,WLVQ·WKDUGIRUPHE\WKHZD\0\ZLIHZDVD
candidate in these local elections, which seemed 
to concern the BBC more than it did me.Unlike 
DVIDUDV,FDQWHOOYLUWXDOO\DOORI P\IULHQGV
and colleagues in the political studies commu-
nity, I have no allegiance to any party, although 
Conservative political scientists seem thin on the 
JURXQG,W·VDOZD\VIXQWRZDWFKFROOHDJXHVJRLQJ
puce at the mere mention of  Michael Gove. I 
duly delivered a relatively dispassionate analysis 
in the studio all night.  
But attending the local count the next morn-
ing gave me a radically different perspective.  
The voyeuristic nature of  the process is 
VLPLODUEXWWKHFORVHQHVVWRHVSHFLDOO\SROLWLFDO
failure really brings home the sickening thump 
which rejection by the electorate delivers to politi-
FLDQV7KHUH·VDFHUWDLQGHJUHHRI VDGLVWLFSOHDVXUH
LQZDWFKLQJ(G%DOOVRU(VWKHU0F9H\ORVHWKHLU
seat on the telly; this disappears when direct-
ly contemplating the distress of  hard-working 
Labour and LibDem councillors losing their seat 
largely because of  national factors. Tears were 
not uncommon, as was the realisation that their 
much-touted personal vote was a chimera.  
In Stoke-on-Trent, where Labour votes are 
generally taken for granted, local Labour politi-
FLDQVZHUHTXLWHFOHDUZKHQWDONLQJWRPH7KH\
ODLGWKHEODPHIRUWKHLUORVVRI FRQWURORI 6WRNH·V
XQLWDU\FRXQFLOÀUPO\RQWZRIDFWRUV)LUVWO\WKH
HOHFWRUDWH·VMXGJHPHQWRI (G0LOLEDQGDVODFNLQJ
OHDGHUVKLSTXDOLWLHVDQGVHFRQGO\WKHIHDURI D
Westminster minority Labour government being 
UXOHGE\WKH613·VDQWL(QJOLVKKRUGHV
On the other hand, the Independent coun-
cillors who made gains were keen to stress local 
LVVXHVDQGWKHXQSRSXODULW\RI /DERXU·VOHDGHU
and his chief  executive after a number of  conten-
tious and costly decisions were mostly cited. As 
ever, the truth is more complex than such snap 
judgements allow for.  
Overall, the local election results broadly 
UHÁHFWHGWKHQDWLRQDOPRRGEXWWKHUHZHUHGLIIHU-
ences across the country, which demonstrates that 
maybe our conventional view of  national issues 
dominating local elections needs reappraisal.  
Multi-party, fractionalized and regionalised 
SROLWLFVKDVUHQGHUHG5REHUW0F.HQ]LH·VVLPSOH
swingometer redundant. And it may be that the 
electorate are becoming increasingly likely to split 
their vote when national and local elections are 
held on the same day. In the south-east and the 
midlands the Tories made gains but Labour won 
control of  Cheshire West and took a clean sweep 
in Manchester. Of  course, everyone gained from 
the LibDems. 
Brighton most clearly suggested a more tacti-
cal electorate. The Greens held on to the parlia-
mentary seat while losing their minority control 
of  the council to Labour. 
But to conclude with the opinion polls. There 
ZLOOEHDQ´LQGHSHQGHQWLQTXLU\µLQWRKRZWKH\DOO
got it so wrong. We might hope that one conse-
TXHQFHZLOOEHRXUPHGLDEHFRPHOHVVREVHVVHG
with the horse race and more concerned with 
examining the respective claims of  the parties. 
%XWGRQ·WKROG\RXUEUHDWK
+HUH·VP\DGYLFHWRWKHHOHFWRUDWHDQGORRN
away now Kellner, Curtice, Rallings, Thrasher, et 
al/HW·VPDNHDQDWLRQDOVSRUWRXWRI O\LQJWRWKH
pollsters about our views and voting intentions. 
:LWKQRLGHDZKRLV¶DKHDG·ZHPLJKWQRWRQO\
KDYHHTXDOO\H[FLWLQJHOHFWLRQQLJKWVHYHU\WLPH
we might also get parties not cravenly tailoring 
their wares to the supposed wishes of  the unde-
cided voter.
Lies, damned lies and opinion polls
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:DWFKLQJWKHUHVXOWVLQIHOWOLNHDOORYHU
again. A consistent pattern of  polling throughout 
WKHFDPSDLJQZDVFRPSOHWHO\RYHUWXUQHGDWSP
on election night, when the exit poll results were 
UHYHDOHG)DUIURPWKHWLJKWDQGHTXDOFRQWHVWWKDW
had been predicted for weeks, the projection was 
suddenly one of  Tory triumph, which of  course 
WKHXQIROGLQJUHVXOWVODWHUFRQÀUPHG3HWHU.HOO-
ner, the President of  YouGov and responsible 
IRUPDQ\RI WKRVH¶GHDGKHDW·SUHGLFWLRQVVSHQW
much of  the night eating his words. How could 
this error have happened?  
$IWHUWKHUHZDVPXFKWDONDERXW¶VK\
7RULHV·YRWHUVZKRVXSSRUWHG&RQVHUYDWLYH
candidates in the privacy of  the polling both, but 
who were coy about admitting they were going 
WRVXSSRUWZKDWLVRIWHQVHHQDVWKH¶QDVW\SDUW\·
This tallies with another familiar concept in social 
VFLHQFHWKH¶VSLUDORI VLOHQFHWKHRU\·ZKHUH
certain groups will not voice openly opinions 
that they fear might be seen as unpopular. The 
argument went that expressing preference for 
DSDUW\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKVHOÀVKLQGLYLGXDOLVPDV
opposed to one that supported increasing taxes 
for the wider public good, might be perceived 
as embarrassing for some voters. So when asked 
about voting intentions those people instead 
WROGSROOVWHUVWKDWWKH\ZHUH¶GRQ·WNQRZV·HYHQ
though they were highly likely to vote Tory when 
the moment came. A very similar thing happened 
LQORQJEHIRUHWKHGD\VRI VRSKLVWLFDWHGH[LW
polling. Throughout the campaign the pollsters 
were uniformly predicting a Labour victory, but 
the reality on the morning after was Conservative 
Party leader, Edward Heath, in Downing Street.  
,QWKH\HDUVWKDWIROORZHGWKHSROOVWHUV
GLVFXVVHGWKH¶VK\7RU\·SUREOHPDQGFODLPHGWKDW
they were able to correct for it in their modeling 
and analysis. There was still a general tendency 
to under estimate Conservative support (as in 
EXWWKLVUHPDLQHGZLWKLQWKHPDUJLQVRI 
HUURU1RZLQ6K\7RULHVKDYHDJDLQEHFRPH
a major distortion and overturned expectations. 
Interestingly this is a phenomenon observed in-
ternationally where support for Conservative and 
right wing parties is underestimated in polling. In 
the recent Israeli elections the pollsters repeatedly 
predicted a dead heat between the two largest 
parties, Labour and Likud, just like they did in the 
UK. But on election night Binyamin Netanyahu 
UHFHLYHGDGHFLVLYHOHDGRI VHDWVRYHUKLV/DERXU
rivals. In the post-match analysis the pollsters 
pointed to the problem of  voters who refuse to 
DQVZHUIUHTXHQWO\EHFDXVHWKH\DUHDVKDPHGWR
admit who they are voting for, another version of  
¶VK\7RULHV·&UXFLDOO\WKHXVXDOUXOHLQSROOLQJDQG
surveys, that people who dont answer behave the 
same as people who do answer, does not apply in 
SROLWLFV¶'RQ·WNQRZ·PD\EHDFRYHUIRUVRPH-
thing else. This makes political polling much more 
tricky and is a reason why some polling compa-
nies stay away from politics entirely and stick with 
commercial customers. It is much easier to ask 
TXHVWLRQVDERXWNLQGVRI VRDSSRZGHU
One further lesson that pollsters need to 
GLJHVWIURPLVWKHGLVSDULW\EHWZHHQRQOLQH
and telephone polling. The vast majority of  the 
LQDFFXUDWHSROOVZHUHGRQHRQOLQHFRQVLVWHQWO\
predicting a dead heat for the main parties. There 
were far fewer telephone polls, but they in the 
end were much closer to the correct result. In the 
ÀQDOZHHNVIDFHWRIDFHDQGWHOHSKRQHSROOVZHUH
SUHGLFWLQJDVWHDG\OHDGIRUWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV
Online polling is obviously much cheaper and 
easier but on this occasion it has failed to capture 
an accurate picture.   
How could the polls have been so wrong?
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Using social media to predict the General Election?
While public polls showed the two main parties 
consistently neck and neck in the run up to the 
*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQVRFLDOPHGLDVXJJHVWHGD
more divided level of  support. In this short piece, 
I look for patterns in an admittedly retrospec-
WLYHÀWWLQJDQGFKHUU\SLFNHGVHOHFWLRQRI RQOLQH
data to show how we might have otherwise better 
predicted the General Election outcome. 
The traditional method of  predicting votes 
and seats: public opinion polls
7KH%%&·V3ROORI 3ROOVRQWKHth0D\WKH
GD\EHIRUHWKHHOHFWLRQKDG/DERXURQSHU
FHQWDQGWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVRQSHUFHQW7KH
actual share of  the voteZDVSHUFHQWIRU
WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVDQGSHUFHQWIRU/DERXU
Although seat projections varied a little more than 
vote percentages for the two main parties (partly 
due to the ups and downs of  support for smaller 
SDUWLHVOLNH8.,3SUHHOHFWLRQIRUHFDVWVW\SLFDOO\
suggested a hung Parliament with the Conserv-
atives marginally ahead of  Labour in terms of  
seats. Election Forecast, for example, predicted 
WKDWWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVZRXOGKDYHVHDWVFRP-
SDUHGZLWKVHDWVIRU/DERXUVHDWVFRP-
ELQHG,QVKRUWWKHUHZDVPXFKSUHGLFWLRQRI D
FORVHYRWHDQGDFORVHÀJKWIRUVHDWVEHWZHHQWKH
Conservative and Labour parties. 
 
An alternative social media method of  pre-
dicting votes and seats: Facebook interactive 
metrics
Facebook calculate an engagement metric that 
considers levels of  interaction (a compendium 
measure including likes as well as more engaged 
activities such as posting, sharing, and comment-
LQJ%HWZHHQst-DQXDU\DQGst0D\
analysis of  this Facebook compendium metric 
VKRZHGWKDWWKHUHZHUHPLOOLRQLQWHUDFWLRQV
involving the Conservative Party compared to 
PLOOLRQLQWHUDFWLRQVLQYROYLQJWKH/DERXU
Party. Compared to each other, the Conservatives 
UHFHLYHGSHUFHQWPPRI WKHWRWDO
two-main party interactions on Facebook, while 
/DERXUUHFHLYHGSHUFHQWPP,I 
we contrast this with the two-main party vote 
VKDUH&RQVHUYDWLYHDQG/DERXUUDWLRRQO\ZH
ÀQGWKDWWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVHQGHGXSZLWK
SHUFHQWRI WKHWZRSDUW\YRWHUDWLRVKDUH
SHUFHQWSHUFHQWFRPELQHGVKDUHDQG
/DERXUSHUFHQWSHUFHQWSHUFHQW
FRPELQHG/DE&RQVKDUH7KHFRQWUDVWVVXJJHVW
that Facebook interactive metrics were within plus 
or minus one per cent of  the actual ratio of  vote 
share for the two main parties. 
If  we follow the same logic for seat share 
for the two-main parties (again, Conservative and 
/DERXUUDWLRRQO\ZHÀQGWKDWWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV
HQGHGXSZLWKSHUFHQWRI WKHWZRSDUW\
VHDWUDWLRVKDUHVHDWVVHDWVFRPELQHG
/DE&RQVKDUHDQG/DERXUSHUFHQWRI WKH
WZRSDUW\VHDWUDWLRVKDUHVHDWVVHDWV
FRPELQHG/DE&RQVKDUH,I ZHWKHQFRQWUDVW
WKLVZLWKWKH)DFHERRNPHWULFVSHUFHQWIRU
WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVDQGSHUFHQWIRU/DERXU²
VHHDERYHIRUFDOFXODWLRQVZHÀQGWKDWDOWKRXJK
the data is only just beyond the plus or minus 
three per cent typically considered the acceptable 
margin of  error in polling it was arguably a better 
predictor than many predictions derived from 
opinion polls. If  we contrast this with Election 
Forecast pre-election predictionsVHHDERYH
IRUH[DPSOHZHVHHWKDWWKHLUUDWLRZDVSHU
FHQW&RQVHUYDWLYHVDQGSHUFHQW
/DERXU
As for activity on Twitter, while Nicola 
Sturgeon came out on top, of  the main parties 
ÀHOGLQJFDQGLGDWHVDFURVV*UHDW%ULWDLQ'DYLG
Cameron received more mentions than Miliband 
DQG&OHJJDQG)DUDJH$OWKRXJKWKHPDMRULW\
of  these were negative, Cameron received more 
positive than negative tweets (compared with 
0LOLEDQG&OHJJDQG)DUDJH 
Health warnings
Am I saying that social media causes election 
UHVXOWV"1RWZLWKWKLVGDWDEXWSDWWHUQVLQÀJXUHV
might be useful to help us predict, particularly 
if  patterns hold true over a number of  cases. 
$P,UHWURVSHFWLYHO\ÀWWLQJWKHGDWD"<HV$P
I cherry-picking? Yes. For instance, the model 
does not hold for many of  the other parties at 
all. Facebook data reveal that UKIP, for example, 
KDGWKHODUJHVWRQOLQHSUHVHQFHDWPLOOLRQ
interactions. While the plurality election system 
might explain why this did not translate into seats, 
other interpretations might explain the lower vote 
share, possibly that not all of  these interactions 
were positive or supportive in tone.  
Dr Mark Shephard
Senior Lecturer in Politics, 
University of Strathclyde. 
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One of  the most popular journalistic narratives 
to emerge following the election has been the 
failure of  almost all opinion polls to correctly 
predict the result. The polls typically predicted 
that Labour and the Conservatives would get 
DERXWRI WKHYRWHHDFKWKDW8.,3DQG
WKH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWVFRXOGH[SHFWDURXQG
DQGUHVSHFWLYHO\DQGWKDWWKH*UHHQVDQG
WKH613ZRXOGUHWXUQDURXQG0XFKRI WKLV
including the predicted vote share for the Liberal 
Democrats and UKIP, actually turned out to be 
FRUUHFW+RZHYHURQWKHFUXFLDOTXHVWLRQRI ZKR
would win the election, the polls predicted a hung 
parliament rather than a Conservative majority. 
Unsurprisingly, it is this that most journalists have 
focussed on.
A number of  things could have caused the 
polls to get it wrong. There could have been a 
last-minute swing to the Conservatives that the 
SROOVZHUHXQDEOHWRGHWHFWEHFDXVHWKHLUÀHOG-
work had already stopped. The polls could have 
been distorted by the responses from so-called 
¶VK\7RULHV·²DIRUPRI VRFLDOGHVLUDELOLW\ELDV
that results from people being embarrassed to ad-
mit they might vote Conservative when asked. Or, 
WKHUHFRXOGEHDQRWKHUDV\HWXQLGHQWLÀHGÁDZLQ
the underlying survey methodology.
Together with researchers at the University 
of  Warwick and the Centre for Research and 
7HFKQRORJ\+HOODV&(57+ZHDOVRWULHG²
with similar levels of  success - to predict the 
result. However, our approach, which was based 
RQWKHDXWRPDWHGLGHQWLÀFDWLRQFROOHFWLRQDQG
DQDO\VLVRI DURXQGWZHHWVSHUGD\DOVR
allows us to paint a more detailed picture of  the 
election than the national polls imply. It allows us 
WRVSRWWKHPRUHVXEWOHÁXFWXDWLRQVWKDWDYHUDJHG
national polls might have papered over, as well 
as giving us a window onto what just before the 
election when much traditional opinion polling 
had stopped. 
What does this data reveal? During the early 
part of  the election period, the Conservatives 
were more commonly referred to than any of  
WKHRWKHUSDUWLHVZLWKDURXQGRI DOOWZHHWV
about the election referring to them in some way. 
/DERXUZHUHLQVHFRQGSODFHZLWKDURXQG
This pattern held until the beginning of  May, 
when Labour overtook the Conservatives for the 
ÀUVWWLPH$VRXUFKDUWVVKRZWKLVVKLIWFRLQFLG-
ed with the broadcast of  the %%&·V4XHVWLRQ
Time: Election Leaders Special, and occurred 
shortly after Ed Miliband was interviewed by the 
comedian and activist Russell Brand. At the time, 
we thought that this might lead to a late swing 
towards Labour, but as we can see, this surge 
GLVDSSHDUHGEHIRUHSROOLQJGD\:KDW·VPRUHE\
0D\WKWKHWUHQGVKRZHGVLJQVRI JRLQJLQWKH
opposite direction, and thus appears to chime 
ZLWKWKH¶ODVWPLQXWH&RQVHUYDWLYHVZLQJ·WKHRU\
Of  course, parties can be referred to in both 
a positive and negative sense, so just looking at 
the number of  tweets may be misleading. Using 
an approach based on automated sentiment anal-
ysis, we are also able to look at just those tweets 
that express positive sentiment.
If  we do this, we see that the rise (and then 
IDOOLQWKHWRWDOQXPEHURI WZHHWVPHQWLRQLQJ
the Labour party was driven by positive senti-
ment towards them. This appears to have been 
a genuine Labour surge. In contrast, the number 
of  positive tweets mentioning the Conservative 
party remained fairly steady. This suggests that if  
there was a late surge towards the Conservatives, 
HYLGHQFHIRULWSUREDEO\FDQ·WEHIRXQGRQ7ZLW-
ter.  What seems more likely is that the greater 
salience of  the Labour Party in the last week 
of  the campaign ultimately led to a decrease in 
positive sentiment towards Labour.  So it could be 
that differential turn-out, a reduction in Labour 
supporters who actually turned up at the polling 
both, might be a better explanation of  the result.  
Although social media can provide clues to the 
ÀQDOVKDUHRI WKHYRWHWKHUHLVFOHDUO\WKHQHHG
for further investigation of  why the polls got it so 
wrong, and how more detailed analysis of  social 
media trends could help improve the precision of  
any election vote-share predictions.
Can trends in social media explain why the 
opinion polls got it wrong?
Dr Richard Fletcher
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Engaging young people is a perennial theme of  
UK elections, updated for the social media age 
but carrying long-standing assumptions. How 
¶\RXWKYRLFH·LVDUWLFXODWHGLQVSHFLÀFSUDFWLFHV
and on whose terms, is complex, especially in 
WKH¶PLFURSROLWLFDO·VRFLDOPHGLDDJHEXWWKHUHLV
little space or time for this in either party cam-
SDLJQLQJRU¶ROGPHGLD·DQDO\VLV
The BBC debate with young voters in 
%LUPLQJKDPFRYHUHGWKHJLYHQ¶FRUHLVVXHV·²
LPPLJUDWLRQWKH1+6WKH¶HFRQRPLFSODQ·
IRFXVHGRQSHUWLQHQWDVSHFWVHJWHHQDJHUV·
PHQWDOKHDOWKEXWIDLOLQJWRJREH\RQGWKH
campaign discourse.  Apathy or Antipathy? mused 
The GuardianLQDIHDWXUHRQXQGHUV·IHHOLQJV
of  alienation. 2ZHQ-RQHVWULHGKDUGHU, guest 
editing The Big Issue and co-opting Paloma Faith, 
Cat Boyd and the archetype of  radical disen-
JDJHPHQW5XVVHOO%UDQG´,·PMXVWFDOFXODWLQJ
ZKDW,ZRXOGOLNHWRHQGRUVHµ-R\ORQ5XELQ-
stein satirized the silent war on the young to 
FDOORQÀUVWWLPHYRWHUVWRWDNHDUPVDWWKHEDOORW
ER[%UDQG·VODWHUFDOFXODWHGHQGRUVHPHQWRI (G
Milliband followed a more frivolous credibility 
HQGRZHGE\WKH¶'HEDWHPH·YLQHDQG¶0LOOLIDQ-
GRP·
On the day, the voting intentions expressed 
E\XQGHUVLQWKH<RX*RYGDWD²SUHGLFWLQJ
DOPRVWRI ÀUVWWLPHYRWHUVIRU/DERXUZHUH
as misleading as the rest of  the poll. 
6RZKDWRI WKH¶FLYLFLPSHUDWLYH·"-DPDO
(GZDUGV¶<RXWXEHPRJXO·DQG%LWHWKH%DOORW
campaigner, gets closer to the complexity of  the 
socio-cultural framing of  public sphere prac-
WLFHVIRU\RXQJSHRSOH²´,W·VDFXOWXUDOVKLIW
\RX·UHWU\LQJWRVD\WRSHRSOH\RX·UHDFLWL]HQ
EHIRUH\RX·UHDFRQVXPHUµ+RSLQJWRLPSDFW
on this, our 6SLULWRI SURMHFW - supported by 
Sixteen Films, the BFI and Media Education 
$VVRFLDWLRQLQYLWHGXQGHUVWRPDNHVKRUW
ÀOPVUHVSRQGLQJWR.HQ/RDFK·VGRFXPHQWDU\
DERXWWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHWR¶JLYHYRLFH·WRWKHLU
JHQHUDWLRQ·VYLHZVRQFRQWHPSRUDU\LVVXHVRI 
social justice. A screening event at the British 
Film Institute featured a panel of  the young 
ÀOPPDNHUV/RDFKDQGSHRSOHDSSHDULQJLQ
KLVÀOP(OVHZKHUHZHKDYHDSSOLHGWKH¶FLYLF·
strand of  Unesco / EU Media Literacy frame-
ZRUNVWRWKHRXWFRPHVDQGZH·YHWKHRULVHGWKHP
DVD¶WKLUGVSDFHPHGLDSWDWLRQ·ZKHUHE\PHGLD
DQGHGXFDWLRQDOSUDFWLFHVDUH¶GXDODGDSWHG·
But eighteen months on, we re-connected with 
WKHSDUWLFLSDQWVWRÀQGRXWLI WKH\YRWHGDQGWR
look for evidence of  any broader democratic 
HQJDJHPHQW·DURXQGWKHHOHFWLRQIRVWHUHGE\
their involvement. 
:LWKDVPDOOVDPSOHZH·UHKHVLWDQWWR
overstate the impact of  this project, but our 
participants revealed a degree of  engagement 
in political/civic issues that they were able to 
UHODWHWRWKH6SLULWRI SURMHFWDOWKRXJKWKH\
GLGQ·WQHFHVVDULO\IRUPDOLVHWKLVHQJDJHPHQWLQ
conventional terms. The fact that only half  the 
respondents voted was a negative indicator of  
engagement, but the reasons tended to be logis-
tical, for example, failing to register for a postal 
vote or being overseas on the day. Similarly, 
PRVWUHVSRQGHQWVUHVLVWHGWKHVHOIGHÀQLWLRQRI 
¶SROLWLFDOO\DFWLYH·VRPHVLPSO\DQVZHULQJ´QRµ
WRWKDWTXHVWLRQDQGRWKHUVUHFDOLEUDWLQJWKH
term to include discussions about politics. 
Despite this apparent avoidance of  an explicit 
¶SROLWLFDOLGHQWLW\·WKHUHZDVHYLGHQFHRI HQWKX-
siastic engagement with political issues via social 
PHGLD´0RVWRI ZKDWÀOOVP\QHZVIHHGLV
recommended articles and videos about politi-
FDOLVVXHVWKDWP\IULHQGVKDYH¶OLNHG·µVDLGRQH
respondent. Another said Social media helps 
me to understand what my peers think about a 
FHUWDLQSROLWLFDOLVVXH,W·VDOVRWKHIDVWHVWZD\
WRJHWKROGRI QHZV7ZLWWHUµ7KHUHYHUVHZDV
true of  traditional media, with most respondents 
VXJJHVWLQJWKDWWKHSUHVV79DQGUDGLRSOD\HG
a minor role, if  any, in their media diets, which 
suggests that, for this generation, there is, at 
least, a correspondence between new technol-
ogies and political engagement. Regarding the 
project itself, we elicited some clear statements 
DERXWWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQÀOPPDNLQJ
practice and political awareness: Gave me the 
framework to express already existing political 
ideas and provided the opportunity for a short 
GLVFXVVLRQZLWK\RXQJHUVWXGHQWV,ZRXOGQ·WKDYH
otherwise met to discuss social issues; Spirit 
RI RSHQHGP\H\HVWRKRZPXFKRI HYHU\GD\
life is politics and how some of  it is controlled; 
´0DNLQJÀOPVLVJRLQJIURPWKRXJKWDQGWKHRU\
WRDFWLRQLQDZD\WKDWUHVHPEOHVÀHOGUHVHDUFKµ
This data was generated with some urgency 
for this piece  we re-connected with the partici-
pants on the morning after the election and gave 
WKHPWKHZHHNHQGIRUDUHVSRQVH,W·VSRVVLEOH
WRFODLPWHQWDWLYHO\WKDW6SLULWRI SURYLGHGD
stimulus for a constituency of  young people to 
H[SORUHVWRULHVDQGLVVXHVWRSURPRWHUHÁHFWLRQ
on the meanings of  politics and social engage-
PHQW%XWWKHFRQYHUVLRQRI VXFKUHÁH[LYH¶PH-
GLDSWDWLRQ·WRGLUHFWFLYLFDFWLRQ²DWWKHSROOLQJ
station  appears to have slipped away. 
Mediaptating the civic imperative
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As early talk of  abolishing the Human Rights 
act begins, this piece takes a look at the 
anomalous mass that has been referred to as 
¶WKHHOHFWRUDWH·DQG¶WKHSXEOLF·LQWKHODVWVL[
weeks. My specific interest is in briefly exam-
ining how members of  the electorate were 
portrayed in election coverage and what this 
might tell us about contemporary democratic 
politics in the UK.  
Based on close observation of  the ma-
jor broadcasters coverage of  election news, I 
detect five dominant strands that characterise 
how the electorate were used and given a role.  
Firstly, reminiscent of  black & white foot-
DJHRI HOHFWLRQVLQWKH·VWKHUHZDVDFOL-
mate of  reverence; only now this was afforded 
to potential voters rather than those standing 
for office. Being rude to candidates might have 
EHHQ¶SDUIRUWKHFRXUVH·EXWQRPDWWHUKRZLO-
logical, how poorly articulated or how factually 
incorrect the voice of  the electorate, they were 
showered with shallow veneration.  
Secondly, out of  the unwarranted defer-
ence came an infantilising (at times I won-
GHUHGLI ,ZDVZDWFKLQJ&%%&VRIWTXHVWLRQV
verging on the juvenile, little follow up to seek 
justification of  comments made and an abso-
lute absence of  interrogation of  the expressed 
YLHZVHOHFWRU·VH[SUHVVHGQRPDWWHUKRZ
self-contradictory they were.   
Third, reinforcing this idea of  the elector-
DWHDVJXOOLEOHZDVWKHSDWURQLVLQJ¶KHOS·RIIHUHG
in the form political games. This took several 
IRUPVLQFOXGLQJ¶SLQWKHSROLF\WRWKHSDUW\·
and a version of  matchmaking of  party leaders 
ZLWKDQHPSKDVLVRQ¶PDWFKHV·PDGHLQKHOO
UDWKHUWKDQKHDYHQ
A fourth powerful characteristic of  how 
the electorate were used in election media 
coverage was as pliable audience in a national 
beauty contest. There is little new in this asser-
tion as it has been part of  the personalisation 
of  politics and presidential approach to elec-
tions noted for over twenty years. Two points 
worthy of  note here; the audience no longer 
TXHVWLRQVWKHDSSURSULDWHQHVVRI DGRSWLQJWKLV
role  the leaders personalities do matter as they 
are expected to perform as Presidential Prime 
0LQLVWHU·([SUHVVHGHPRWLRQDODWWDFKPHQWRU
LWVODFNWKHUHRIfelt by members of  the elec-
torate towards the leaders, was far more easily 
expressed, captured and thus reported on; they 
frighten me, they fill me with loathing, I like 
her... is sufficient to be the story.  
Finally, this is of  course like no other 
beauty contest; when individual members of  
WKHHOHFWRUDWHDUHRIIHUHGWKH¶SULYLOHJH·RI 
direct mediated dialogue with the contestants 
a powerful sense of  altercating is introduced 
to frame dramatic effect. Thus in the set-piece 
leadership debates a somewhat cleansed bear 
SLW·PHQWDOLW\SHUYDGHVZKHUHWKHHOHFWRUDWHDFW
to object, disagree, boo, stick to their original 
SRLQWKRZHYHUQDUURZDQG¶FRQWH[WOLJKW·LW
PLJKWEHDQGDYRLGDWDOOFRVWVHQWHULQJLQWR
open minded dialogue or being reflective.        
The overwhelming traits observed when 
members of  the electorate were included in 
the election coverage illustrate well that are of  
course talking about human beings. Thus there 
was much inconsistency and contradiction, 
little grasp of  the detail and a sense of  per-
mission to drift in and out of  being bothered 
or taking it that seriously. Rather than being 
challenged about this state of  affairs, they were 
WUHDWHGOLNH¶PLQRUUR\DOW\·DOORZHGWR¶JHW
DZD\·ZLWKXWWHULQJWKHILUVWWKLQJWKDWFDPH
into their head, no responsibility being ascribed 
for their limited and limiting contributions.  
One outcome of  this depiction of  the 
HOHFWRUDWH¶DVVHHQRQ79·VXJJHVWVZHQHHGWR
rethink the point and purpose of  asking the 
HOHFWRUDWHWR¶WHOOXVZKDWWKH\WKLQN·GXULQJ
election campaigns. This initially seems counter 
intuitive, anti-democratic even. However, if 
current practices help create liars, and bullies, 
and if existing modes of  coverage brings out 
FKLOGOLNHTXDOLWLHVLQWKHHOHFWRUDWHVXFKDVQRW
being asked to take responsibility for their star 
of  confusion or their poorly justified opinions 
DQGDFWLRQVDQGifWKHHOHFWRUDWH·VPDLQUROHLQ
this Media spectacle is to be infantilised, then 
I argue there is merit in calls for a reappraisal 
of  the place afforded to individual members of  
the electorate in election coverage.
Liars, bullies, confused and infantilised... and thats just 
the electorate: the roles ascribed and the portrayal of 
members of the electorate in election TV coverage
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One of  the prominent features of  recent general 
elections has been decreasing rates of  turnout 
amongst young voters. Turnout among young 
SHRSOHKHUH\HDUROGVKDVIDOOHQIURP
RYHULQWKHHDUO\VWRDQDYHUDJHRI 
RYHUWKHSUHYLRXVWKUHHJHQHUDOHOHFWLRQV
DQG0\RZQUHVHDUFKÀQGV that the 
youth turnout rate in the UK is the lowest of  
DOOWKHPHPEHUVRI WKHROG(XURSHDQ8QLRQ
9RWHUVDJHGWRLQ6ZHGHQWXUQRXWWRYRWH
at double the rate of  their peers in the UK.  
This disillusionment extends to public policy, 
where young people have borne the brunt of  cuts 
in public spending: from the abolition of  the Ed-
ucation Maintenance Allowance, to the tripling of  
university tuition fees, to the removal of  housing 
EHQHÀWVIRU\RXQJDGXOWVWRWKHFORVXUHRI ORFDO
youth centres. However, young people in the UK 
are active in many alternative forms of  civic and 
political engagement that have meaning for their 
everyday lives, including: volunteering for com-
munity projects; signing petitions; and, participa-
tion in demonstrations and occupations.  
In this context, it is worth considering the 
extent to which political parties tried to connect 
ZLWK\RXWKSROLWLFVLQWKHJHQHUDOHOHFWLRQ
+RZZDVWKLVUHÁHFWHGLQWKHLUSROLWLFDOSODWIRUPV
DVODLGRXWLQWKHLUPDQLIHVWRV":KDWZHUHWKH
RXWFRPHVLQWHUPVRI SDUW\VXSSRUWDPRQJVW
WR\HDUROGV"
The manifestos paint an interesting picture. 
A brief  content analysis, searching for the term 
¶\RXQJSHRSOH·UDQNHGWKHSDUWLHVLQWKHRUGHU
VKRZQLQ7DEOH
The Green Party manifesto included a be-
spoke section on youth issues providing a number 
of  key pledges, including: free higher education, 
IUHHORFDOWUDQVSRUWYRWHVDWDQGLQYHVWPHQW
in youth services. Youth issues were integrated 
into all parts of  the Labour Party manifesto, for 
H[DPSOHHGXFDWLRQYRFDWLRQDOWUDLQLQJHPSOR\-
PHQW]HURKRXUFRQWUDFWVDSSUHQWLFHVKLSVDQG
FRQVWLWXWLRQDOUHIRUPYRWHVDW2XWVLGHWKH
main manifesto, Labour also produced a youth 
manifesto and a promise to reduce student tuition 
IHHVWR7KH&RQVHUYDWLYHPDQLIHVWRZDV
clearly less youth-oriented, and focussed on the 
issues of  apprenticeships and youth involvement 
LQWKH¶ELJVRFLHW\·
Why did the Greens focus so much on young 
people and UKIP so little? Party strategists knew 
that Green supporters were more likely to be 
young whilst UKIP supporters were more likely 
to fall into the older age brackets. Perhaps, the 
lack of  Liberal Democrat focus on young people 
UHÁHFWHGDQXQZLOOLQJQHVVWRFRQFHQWUDWHRQLV-
sues that could highlight their U-turn on universi-
ty tuition fees.  
Therefore, the Greens and Labour were the 
two parties with a clear focus on bringing out the 
\RXWKYRWH+RZZDVWKLVUHÁHFWHGLQWKHYRWH
LWVHOI "'HVSLWHWKHDGYHQWRI WKH,QGLYLGXDO9RWHU
Registration system that saw 800,000 people  
disproportionately young people  fall off  the 
electoral rollWXUQRXWDPRQJVWWKHWR\HDU
old age groups LQFUHDVHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\IURPWKH
HOHFWLRQ²IURPWR7KHFORVHQHVV
of  the election and voter registration drives by 
organisations such as BitetheBallot, and possibly 
the Green and Labour focus on the youth issues 
(remember the MilliBrand interviewDOOSURED-
bly had an impact. According to Lord Ashcroft 
Polling on 7th0D\VHH7DEOH
Although it is true that parties focus their 
policy appeals on parts of  the electorate where 
they are already strong, it is still interesting that 
the parties that paid most attention (in policy 
WHUPVWR\RXQJSHRSOHDOVRVFRUHGEHWWHUDPRQJVW
that group. It is also interesting to note the large 
LQFUHDVHLQ\RXQJ/DERXUYRWHUVWKHGH-
FUHDVHLQ\RXQJ&RQVHUYDWLYHYRWHUVDQGWKH
FROODSVHRI WKH/LE'HP\RXWKYRWHVLQFHWKH
JHQHUDOHOHFWLRQ
Political parties target certain segments of  
WKHSRSXODWLRQWRZLQYRWHVEXWDJHLVDXQLTXH
phenomenon. Young voters will become older 
voters. And, research tells us that voting habits are 
likely to stay the same (so the increased turnout 
UDWHLVHQFRXUDJLQJDQGWKHUHLVDEHWWHUWKDQ
JRRGFKDQFHWKDWWKHLUSDUW\DIÀOLDWLRQVZLOODOVR
remain. The second point will hopefully give po-
litical parties and policy-makers food for thought. 
Within our ageing population, bringing out the 
youth vote should be a key long-term strategy.
Bringing out the youth vote? Young people and 
the 2015 General Election
Dr James Sloam 
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Table 1:
Table 2:
*UHHQ3DUW\   PHQWLRQV
/DERXU3DUW\   PHQWLRQV
&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\  PHQWLRQV
/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWV  PHQWLRQVDGMXVWHGGRZQZDUGVGXHWROHQJWKRI PDQLIHVWR
6FRWWLVK1DWLRQDO3DUW\ PHQWLRQVIRU¶\RXQJSHRSOH·IRU¶\RXQJ6FRWV·
8.,QGHSHQGHQFH3DUW\ PHQWLRQV
36
A transitional parliament
Despite a relatively uneventful campaign, the May 
7thHOHFWLRQERWKVLJQLÀHVDQGIDFLOLWDWHVDVHULHV
of  profound shifts in Britain and in Europe. The 
result obviously constitutes a huge win for the 
Conservatives, however this will not necessarily 
EHD¶2QH1DWLRQ·JRYHUQPHQWDV'DYLG&DPHU-
on proclaims he wants it to be. His party is still 
fundamentally divided  not just on Europe but 
on other issues, too  and right-wing voices have 
been hard to control at the best of  times. With a 
slim majority in the Commons, backbench MPs 
will also play a crucial role in the stability and 
direction of  the government so this may prove 
WREHDWRXJKEDODQFLQJDFWRI WKHW\SH
We should not be surprised if  we see a string of  
hard-right policies balancing some more one 
QDWLRQ·RQHV
It will now also be interesting to compare the 
QHZ*RYHUQPHQW·VOHJLVODWLYHDJHQGDWRWKHFR-
DOLWLRQ*RYHUQPHQW·VWUDFNUHFRUG7KHIDFWWKDW
the Conservatives will be governing alone will 
give us some indication about any impact that the 
Liberal Democrats actually had in containing the 
more radical right-wing elements within the Tory 
party. In the long term this could work in the Lib 
'HPV·IDYRXULI WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVJRDKHDGZLWK
a radical agenda, they could then present that as 
evidence that they did in fact play in active role 
in stopping that from happening in the previous 
parliament. However, the Liberal Democrats have 
been electorally obliterated at a national level and 
LQWKHVKRUWWHUPZLOOKDYHWRÀQGZD\VRI VXU-
viving as a noticeable and relevant political party. 
While the swing against them was mostly fuelled 
by opposition to Nick Clegg personally, and to 
the party going back on key promises such as 
top-up fees, it may also have a profound effect on 
WKHUHDFKDQGLQÁXHQFHRI ORFDOFRXQFLOORUVDQG
grassroots organisations.
The election was determined by the two 
factors that almost always determine elections in 
the UK: the economy and the personality of  the 
leader, and Labour lost on both counts, and they 
lost massively. The fact that Ed Balls lost his seat 
means that Labour now have the opportunity to 
draw a line in the sand and have a clean break 
from the past  a past which they seem to not 
KDYHSURSHUO\UHÁHFWHGRQRUPDGHWKHLUSHDFH
with. The Labour Party seems unsure about 
which things it got right and wrong in the past 
and this is actually the case with other centre-left 
or social-democratic parties in Europe. They have 
not come up with a convincing alternative to 
austerity and have failed to cultivate a new genera-
tion of  dynamic and ambitious leaders that are in 
touch with key demographics. By favouring mass 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQLQWKHVHOHFWLRQRI WKHSDUW\·VOHDGHU
DQGE\FUHDWLQJFRPSOH[DQGLQÁH[LEOHSURFHVVHV
of  leadership challenge, they have made leaders 
less accountable, not more, and have undermined 
the organic checks and balances that operate 
within party elites.
Beyond party politics, this election is an in-
dication of  tectonic shifts both domestically and 
in Europe. It is a de facto recognition of  an in-
creasingly inevitable break-up of  the Union. What 
will the legitimacy of  the British government be 
in an SNP-dominated Scotland? And what will 
the relevance of  SNP MPs be in Westminster de-
bates? This feels like a transitional parliament and 
this is partly due to the main UK parties having 
legitimised this division over time through piece-
meal but symbolically important actions, such as 
creating separate Scottish-branded parties. 
Finally, in conjunction with a belligerent and 
disorganised Greek government that in its present 
form is not willing or able to pass and implement 
UHIRUPVWKDWFDQDGHTXDWHO\UHVWRUH*UHHFH·V
position in the Eurozone, the fact that the UK 
will hold a referendum about its future in Europe, 
PHDQVWKDWWKH(8KDVQRZLWVHOI RIÀFLDOO\HQ-
tered a transitional phase. Whatever the outcome 
LQHLWKHUFRXQWU\LWLVTXLWHFOHDUWKDWWKH(8RI 
ZLOOEHYHU\GLIIHUHQWIURPWKH(8RI WRGD\
My bet  and at this moment one can only guess 
 is that we will eventually see a core of  western 
European countries integrating further, while 
YDULRXVFRQÀJXUDWLRQVRI LQWHJUDWLRQDQGGLVLQWH-
gration emerge depending on perceived national 
interest and domestic pressures. This may prove 
WREHLQDGHTXDWHWRDGGUHVVFRPSOH[DQGSUHVVLQJ
JOREDOFKDOOHQJHVLQVHFXULW\DQGFRQÁLFWFOLPDWH
FKDQJHLPPLJUDWLRQ5XVVLD·VDWWLWXGHHQHUJ\
organised crime, terrorism, global governance 
GHÀFLWVHWFVRWKHIDFWWKDWUDWKHUWKDQWDONLQJ
about these issues and how to overcome them in 
a committed way, we will be discussing whether 
WKH8.VKRXOGEHSDUWRI WKH(8LQWKHÀUVW
place, certainly weakens the EU itself  regardless 
RI WKHUHIHUHQGXP·VDFWXDORXWFRPH
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Former Shadow Chancellor Ed Balls makes a speech ater losing his Morley and Outwood seat to Conservative Andrea Jenkyns by 
18,776 votes to 18,354 - a majority of 422 - ater a recount. (Picture by: Dave Higgens / PA Wire/Press Association Images)
3 Political Communication and Image Management
39
Opinion poll failure and the unexpected  
Conservative majority revived memories of  the 
HOHFWLRQIRUPDQ\FRPPHQWDWRUV%XW
from the perspective of  political communica-
WLRQLVDPRUHXVHIXOFRPSDULVRQ
Then, as now, the centre-piece issues were 
HFRQRPLFFRPSHWHQFH&RQVHUYDWLYHYHUVXV
WUXVWWRUXQWKH1+6/DERXU7KHQDVQRZ
Labour was led by a young, new leader, regard-
ed by the Tories as a fatal weakness, but who 
managed to spearhead a surprisingly impressive 
campaign. Then, as now, the election ended in 
crushing defeat for Labour following a blitz 
of  fear messages from the Conservatives and 
their battering-rams in the press. Ed Miliband 
endured the kind of  Tory tabloid brutality not 
seen since Neil Kinnock led Labour.
7KHUHLVDWOHDVWRQHVLJQLÀFDQWWZLVW
WKRXJK7KHFDPSDLJQPDUNHGWKHHPHU-
gence of  Peter Mandelson, and the start of  the 
professionalisation of  Labour campaigning, 
culminating under Tony Blair with the most 
sophisticated and thorough political marketing 
seen in Britain yet. 
%\FRQWUDVW0LOLEDQG·VWHQXUHVHHPHG
almost contemptuously disregarding of  mod-
ern campaign wisdom: emotional connection 
with voters, clear political branding, and the 
importance of  news management and instant 
UHEXWWDO)RUDOPRVWÀYH\HDUVLWKDGEHHQ
WRXJKWRZRUNRXWZKDW/DERXU·VQDWLRQDOFRP-
munication strategy was, or even if  one existed. 
Occasionally, some messages seemed to gain 
WUDFWLRQIRUDZKLOHRQHQDWLRQWKH´VTXHH]HG
middle - and now and again individual Labour 
SURSRVDOVEULHÁ\FDSWXUHGWKHDJHQGD0LOLEDQG
KDGKLVPRPHQWVKHRFFDVLRQDOO\ÁDUHGZLWKD
bright light only to descend back to darkness 
for long periods. Weeks, sometimes months, 
seemed to pass with scarcely a memorable 
intervention from any Labour spokesperson 
as the coalition provided both the government 
and the opposition. 
$ERYHDOO0LOLEDQG·VWHDPVHHPHGQRW
WRKDYHOHDUQHGWKHNH\OHVVRQWKDW.LQQRFN·V
FDPSDLJQHUVGUHZIURPWKDWRSSRVLWLRQV
have no chance unless they can engage gov-
HUQPHQWVLQDWOHDVWDUHODWLYHO\FORVHÀJKWRQ
WKHTXHVWLRQRI HFRQRPLFFRPSHWHQFH7HDP
Miliband did little to rebut the accusation that 
/DERXUKDGFUHDWHGWKHGHÀFLWFULVLVDQGOHIWWKH
Tories to clear up the mess. Neither did it pres-
ent a clear and coherent strategy for growth. 
It was never clear if  a Miliband government 
would be willing to borrow or not, and if  not 
how would growth be achieved? The kind of  
opinion-former, media, academic and business 
endorsement so important to building percep-
tions of  New Labour competence were almost 
entirely absent for Project Miliband. Instead, 
DV2ZHQ-RQHVSXWLW0LUURU0D\random 
SROLFLHVZHUHÁXQJLQWRWKHHWKHUµRQO\WRODQG
DV´LQFRKHUHQWPXVKµ´SHRSOHGLGQ·WNQRZ
what Labour stood for. 
,QWKHHQGLWZDV/DERXULQWKHVTXHH]HG
middle; assailed as Tory-lite by the boldly 
anti-austerity Scottish Nationalists, and as Red 
Ed reckless big spender by the Conservatives. 
Miliband had been bullied by the Tories, said 
Nicola Sturgeon; he would be bullied by SNP, 
said the Tories. Sturgeon captured the mantle 
RI WKH¶SURJUHVVLYH·SROLWLFDOEUDQGDQGWKH
Conservatives held the badge of  competence. 
0LOLEDQG·VÁXUU\RI SROLFLHVGHVSLWHVRPHUH-
vival of  New Labour slogans, offered too little, 
too late to create identity.  
It seemed possible on the morning of  May 
7 that Ed Miliband might be the next prime 
minister. Had that happened this piece would 
have been more intriguing to write because the 
normal rules of  campaigning communication 
would have been shattered. It would have been 
a paradigm shifter. A sign that the usual chan-
nels of  brand-building and news management 
had been supplanted by new, different and 
perhaps Arnie Graf-inspired direct means of  
community engagement. 
By Friday morning, it seemed that the old 
rules still applied. The Conservative campaign, 
straight from the tried and trusted Lynton 
Crosby textbook, combined relentless attack 
RQ/DERXU·VZHDNSRLQWVZLWKVWURQJFRUHYRWH
messages. It was not pretty and it lacked the 
ZDUPWKRI 'DYLG&DPHURQ·VPRGHUQLVLQJ
FRPSDVVLRQDWHFRQVHUYDWLVPRI (YHQLI 
it looked desperate at times, the basic underly-
ing focus on economic competence and fear of  
Labour, propped up by the SNP, was consist-
ent, comprehensible and apparently resonant. 
Across the country the political tectonic plates 
may have shifted, but this was political commu-
nication as usual. 
Extraordinary election, political communication 
as usual
Dr Margaret Scammell
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Confucius once opined that signs and symbols rule 
the world  not words nor laws. Nowhere is this 
more true than in contemporary electoral campaigns.
Symbolic language has always been a part of  
public political life, but recently its importance has 
PXOWLSOLHG7KH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQZDVVDWXUDW-
ed with symbolic constructions of  nationhood and 
identity, expressing and appealing to imaginations 
of  what it does and does not mean to be British. 
In recent decades this symbolic construction of  
QDWLRQKRRGKDVEHHQFRQÀQHGWRIULQJHQDWLRQDOLVW
groups with limited media exposure and appeal, 
but the recent Election demonstrated a growth 
LQGHÀQLWLRQVRI FRPPXQLW\ZKLFKDUHH[SUHVVHG
through symbols. These symbols increasingly 
express an ominous concept returning to British 
political discourse: ethnic nationalism. 
Political communication  posters, pamphlets, 
WKHRFFDVLRQDOELWRI ÁDJZDYLQJ²KDVRI FRXUVH
always involved symbols, but under decades of  a 
dominant two-party system these symbols focused 
on mundane economic and political elements of  
life: symbols, images, and text endlessly repeating 
the old mantra of  schools, hospitals, and wages. 
<HWWKHFDPSDLJQZDVPDUNHGO\GLIIHUHQWGXH
to two developments. 
First was the surge in expressions of  national-
ist identity, either pro-independence or pro-Union, 
VXUURXQGLQJWKH6FRWWLVKLQGHSHQGHQFHTXHVWLRQ
The old symbolic paraphernalia of  ethnic nation-
DOLVP²ÁDJVDQWKHPVHPRWLRQDODSSHDOVWRD
collective glorious history as independent Scots or 
XQLÀHG%ULWRQVFROOHFWLYHKLVWRULHVZKLFKQHYHU
UHDOO\H[LVWHG²ZDVGXVWHGRII E\ERWKVLGHVDQG
triumphantly returned to public spaces. This surge 
in nationalist sentiment carried on into the Elec-
WLRQLQÁXHQFLQJWKHV\PEROLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQV
of  parties across the UK in an electoral campaign 
PRUHUHPLQLVFHQWRI 9LFWRULDQSRSXOLVWMLQJRLVP
WKDQWZHQW\ÀUVWFHQWXU\DSDWK\
The second development was the shift 
towards digital democracy in the form of  the 
WHOHYLVHG/HDGHUV·'HEDWHVQRWTXLWHQHZEXW
JURXQGEUHDNLQJLQWKDWIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHZH
VDZHTXDOPDVVH[SRVXUHLQWKH(OHFWLRQIRUWKH
Greens, UKIP, SNP, and Plaid Cymru. And with 
the exception of  the Greens, whose logo of  the 
entire planet communicates a vaguely transna-
tionalist ideology, these smaller parties preach the 
YLUWXHVRI ZKDW%HQHGLFW$QGHUVRQLGHQWLÀHGDVDQ
imagined community: appeals to a national identity 
which does not really exist but which is construct-
HGDQGFRPPXQLFDWHGRIWHQÀHUFHO\WKURXJK
symbolic language sodden with expressions of  
who does and who does not, and who should and 
who should not, belong. 
7KHFRQVHTXHQFHRI WKHVHWZRGHYHORSPHQWV
was a seismic shift in symbolic communication 
from the traditions of  two main parties denounc-
LQJHDFKRWKHUV·GU\PDQLIHVWRVWRFDPSDLJQVLQ
which parties appealed not to rational policies but 
to irrational, emotional identities. While Labour 
simply recycled used images, other parties appealed 
WRQDWLRQDOLVWHPRWLRQV&RQVHUYDWLYHOHDÁHWV
showed crudely-doctored images of  Ed Miliband 
and Alex Salmond embracing outside Downing 
Street. SNP posters unconvincingly changed the 
upholstery in the House of  Commons from drab 
green to gaudy tartan. UKIP posters awkward-
ly juxtaposed the White Cliffs of  Dover with 
escalators, while Plaid Cymru pamphlets brazenly 
detached the map of  Wales from the rest of  the 
UK altogether (for recent party literature, see 
(OHFWLRQOHDÁHWVRUJ7KHSDUW\SURSDJDQGDRI 
DSSHDOHGGLUHFWO\WRV\PEROLFFRQVWUXFWLRQV
of  nationhood, expressing who does and does not 
belong to these various imagined communities 
ZKLFKDUHGHÀQHGQRWE\DQ\FKRVHQDIÀOLDWLRQEXW
by inherited ethnicity. Fostering nationalism is a 
dangerous game to play, yet such is the power of  
symbolic communication that it has been reck-
lessly deployed to appeal to our hopes and fears, 
swaying voters from policies to feelings. For the 
very power of  nationalist symbolism is its appeal 
to raw emotion.
The Referendum and Election have provided 
a foundation for ethnic nationalism to creep back 
into British politics under the guise of  progressive 
politics, ostensibly legitimised through association 
with established parties. Those same parties are 
already preparing for the next test of  nationalist 
VHQWLPHQW²GRZHZDQWWREH¶(XURSHDQ·DQG
\HWDJDLQGRWKH6FRWVZDQWWREH¶%ULWLVK·"7KHVH
campaigns will see an even greater surge in the 
V\PEROLFODQJXDJHRI ÁDJVHPEOHPVPDQXIDF-
WXUHGKLVWRULHVDQGÀHUFHYLVXDOUKHWRULFVXUURXQG-
LQJRXUHWKQLFLGHQWLWLHVHQÁDPLQJDQGDSSHDOLQJ
to emotions which inevitably overwhelm rationalist 
thought in a tsunami of  ethnic symbolism. 
As we approach new referenda in which we 
are asked to choose our national identity/ies, sym-
EROLFODQJXDJHZLOOEHFRPHHYHQPRUHVLJQLÀFDQW
:KHQWKHQH[WOHDÁHWLVSXVKHGWKURXJK\RXU
OHWWHUER[JDXGLO\GHFRUDWHGZLWKÁDJVDQGLFRQV
and pithy proclamations that we must stay together 
RUZHPXVWJRRXUVHSDUDWHZD\VGRQ·WEHWRR
TXLFNWRGLVSOD\LWLQWKHZLQGRZRUWRVVLWLQWKH
bin. Consider the power that those symbols have 
over your emotions, your identity, and ultimately 
your choice of  vote. What exactly about it stirs 
your feelings? Is it the words and policies, or signs 
and symbols? Perhaps Confucius was right after all. 
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Standing behind the leaders
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The two inter-linked aspects of  this election cam-
SDLJQ,IRXQGPRVWQRWHZRUWK\ZHUHLWKHH[WHQWWR
which the main parties, particularly Conservatives 
DQG/DERXULQVXODWHGSURWHFWHGWKHLUOHDGHUVIURP
direct contact  including depictions in the media 
²ZLWKPHPEHUVRI WKHSXEOLFDQGLLHDFKSDUWLHV·
VXFFHVVLQDYRLGLQJWKHFHQWUDOTXHVWLRQVDERXWWKHLU
policies upon which an informed choice depended.
In an effort to avoid the kind of  Gillian Duffy 
PRPHQW·WKDWVDQN*RUGRQ%URZQWKLVWLPH
around, the main parties went to great lengths to 
ensure that, whenever and wherever party leaders 
Cameron, Miliband and Clegg appeared in front 
of  photojournalists and television cameras, they 
were seen in carefully controlled and stage-managed 
settings against a background of  smiling supporters 
enthusiastically waving party signs and placards. 
7KHEDFNGURSRU¶VHW·DJDLQVWZKLFKDSROLWLFLDQ
LVVHHQKDVDVXEWOH²EXWSRZHUIXO²LQÁXHQFHRQ
our perceptions and therefore on our interpreta-
tions of  the event (have you noticed, for example, 
KRZRIWHQDXWRPRELOHDGYHUWLVHPHQWVDUHÀOPHG
in natural and idyllic surroundings  rather than in 
WUDIÀFMDPVRUVXEXUEDQVSUDZO"(PSOR\LQJPDQ\
of  the same visual communication strategies used 
WRVKDSHDXGLHQFHV·DWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVFRQVXPHU
SURGXFWVWKHRUJDQLVHUVXVHGWKHVH¶SVHXGRHYHQWV·
WRV\PEROLFDOO\VXJJHVWWKHOHDGHUV·SRSXODULW\
among the various ages, social and ethnic groups 
represented by the assembled crowds of  Conserva-
tive supporters, Labour supporters, and Liberal 
Democrat supporters.
And of  course, through the careful selection of  
those in close proximity to their leaders, the parties 
were also able to ensure that their leaders were not 
pressed  especially in the presence of  cameras 
DQGMRXUQDOLVWV²IRUDQVZHUVWRWKHTXHVWLRQVWR
WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV:KHUHZLOOWKHSURPLVHGE
reductions in social spending be made? To Labour: 
What is the projected cost of  your spending pro-
JUDPPHV"WKH\FRQVLVWHQWO\UHIXVHGWRSURYLGHDQG
ZKLFKYRWHUVUHTXLUHGWRPDNHDQLQIRUPHGFKRLFH
about the direction and priorities of  UK society.
By carefully controlling the way in which the 
leaders were presented to the media, the parties 
made use of  an insight offered by Walter Lippmann 
RQVKDSLQJSXEOLFRSLQLRQ
In order to conduct a propaganda [sic] there 
must be some barrier between the public and the 
event. Access to the real environment must be 
limited [in order to control] where they look, and at 
what. []It is often very illuminating, therefore, to 
ask yourself  how you got at the facts on which you 
base your opinion.
Comparing the various photographs made 
from different vantage points of  a Conservative 
rally in Wadebridge, Cornwall Isabel Hardman 
writing in the Spectator ably demonstrates a 
EDVLFSULQFLSOHRI ¶YLVXDOV\QWD[·UHJXODUO\XVHGE\
newspaper photo editors: that when a photograph 
is tightly framed around a small group, it gives the 
impression of  a much larger crowd. 
7KH&RQVHUYDWLYHSDUW\·V$XVWUDOLDQVWUDWHJLVW
Lynton Crosby has clearly learned valuable lessons 
from American image consultants such as Michael 
Deaver whose work for US Presidents Ronald 
Reagan and George H.W. Bush included orches-
trating scenes for televised events that left powerful 
V\PEROLFLPDJHVLQSHRSOH·VPLQGV$FFRUGLQJWR
The New York Times, Deaver was responsible for 
´5HDJDQ·VPRVWPHPRUDEOHSKRWRJUDSKLFEDFN-
drops for public consumption.
Reporting on the use of  such visual stagecraft 
to shape US public perception of  President George 
:%XVK·VHFRQRPLFSODQ(OLVDEHWK%XPLOOHURI The 
New York Times wrote:
The White House has stocked its communi-
cations operation with people who are experts in 
lighting, camera angles and the importance of  back-
drops. At a speech promoting his economic plan, 
:KLWH+RXVHRIÀFLDOV>DVNHG@SHRSOHLQWKHFURZG
behind [the President] to take off  their ties [] so 
they would look more like the ordinary people the 
SUHVLGHQWVDLGZRXOGEHQHÀWIURPKLVWD[FXWµ
Now, how many of  us had naïvely assumed 
that, shown against a background of  supporters 
ZKLOHPDNLQJKLVFHUWDLQO\VFULSWHGSOHDIRUWKH
chance to carry out the next step of  the Conserva-
WLYHV·HFRQRPLFSODQ&DPHURQDSSHDUHGZLWKUROOHG
XSVKLUWVOHHYHVRQO\EHFDXVHKHZDV¶SXPSHGXS·"
With ever greater control exercised by image 
consultants over the increasingly stage-managed 
appearances by politicians  whose public personas 
are already mediated through television and pho-
tojournalism, and whose every utterance will soon 
EHYHWWHGE\FRQWLQXRXVUHVSRQVHPHDVXUH¶ZRUP·
JUDSKVDQGIRFXVJURXSV²ZHZLOOLQFUHDVLQJO\
ÀQGRUZRUVHQRWQRWLFHWKDWZHFDQQRORQJHU
KDYHFRQÀGHQFHLQWKHEDVHVRQZKLFKZHPDNH
judgements about the character of  those standing 
IRURIÀFH
Coupled with the refusal to engage with the 
TXHVWLRQVWRZKLFKWKHSXEOLFGHVSHUDWHO\ZDQWHG
answers, these trends will only further exacerbate 
ERWKWKHUHDODQGV\PEROLF¶GLVWDQFH·EHWZHHQXV
and the politicians who claim to understand and 
represent our interests. Regrettably, these trends are 
likely to only gather momentum in future cam-
paigns. Caveat emptor.
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Political consultants, their strategies and the importa-
tion of new political communications techniques  
during the 2015 General Election
Political consulting  part of  a global, multi-bil-
lion dollar political communications industry  is 
an integral part of  contemporary election cam-
paigning. While overseas consultants, mainly from 
the United States, have assisted the Conservative 
and Labour parties in British general elections 
VLQFHWKHVDQGVUHVSHFWLYHO\²KHOSLQJ
them to shape campaign messages, strategies and 
WDFWLFV²WKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQZLWQHVVHG
them playing a much more prominent role.
The Australian Lynton Crosby was engaged 
E\WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVLQDQGZDVMRLQHGWKH
IROORZLQJ\HDUE\-LP0HVVLQDIURPWKH%DUDFN
Obama campaign team. Crosby directed the Con-
VHUYDWLYHV·XQVXFFHVVIXO*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
FDPSDLJQDQG%RULV-RKQVRQ·VVXFFHVVIXO
DQG/RQGRQ0D\RUDOHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQV
The American David Axelrod  who, along with 
0HVVLQDHQJLQHHUHG2EDPD·VVXFFHVVIXO
DQGSUHVLGHQWLDOFDPSDLJQV²ZDVKLUHGE\
/DERXULQ7KH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWVHPSOR\HG
WKH6RXWK$IULFDQ5\DQ&RDW]HHLQWRVHUYH
DVVSHFLDODGYLVRUWR1LFN&OHJJDQGLQ
strategic director, while Ruwan Kodikara, from 
the Quiller consultancy, assumed the role of  head 
of  media and branding.
The Conservative campaign, tightly con-
trolled by Crosby, communicated three main 
PHVVDJHVWKDW/DERXUKDG¶FUDVKHGWKHHFRQRP\·
that only the Conservatives had a long-term 
HFRQRPLFSODQ·DQGWKDW(G0LOLEDQGZDVQRWD
credible alternative. These themes were enthusi-
DVWLFDOO\DPSOLÀHGE\PXFKRI WKH%ULWLVKSUHVV
 evidenced by the Loughborough University 
Communication Research Centre and Open 
Democracy-Avaaz. Furthermore, a negative, 
highly personalized and sustained attack on 
Miliband was launched which surpassed that 
LQÁLFWHGXSRQ1HLO.LQQRFNLQ&URV-
E\·VVWUDWHJ\LQYROYHGWDUJHWLQJVHDWV
particularly those held by the Liberal Democrats, 
DQGGHIHQGLQJDIXUWKHUVHDWVDJDLQVW/DERXU
Crosby conducted private polling in these 80 
constituencies, providing candidates with detailed 
information, while Messina, drawing upon the 
successful Obama model, used this information 
WRFRQVWUXFWDQHZGDWDEDVHDQGYRWHUSURÀOLQJ
system. For much of  the campaign, opinion polls 
failed to show a Conservative lead and the Crosby 
approach was widely criticized. Having presciently 
advised masterclass students to ignore the opin-
ion polls·WKHH[SUHVVLRQRI VXFKGRXEWVPD\
have been a controlled and diversionary tactic to 
suggest that the campaign was failing when, in 
UHDOLW\WKHUHZDVD¶7HDP·IRUFHRI 
volunteers assisting constituency activists in the 
target seats. The Conservatives deployed another 
effective tactic, known as wedge politics, which 
LQYROYHVÀQGLQJDQLVVXHWKDWFDQEHH[SORLWHGWR
SULVHRII \RXURSSRQHQW·VWUDGLWLRQDOVXSSRUWHUV
Towards the end of  the campaign, the Conserv-
atives warned that a vote for rival parties would 
deliver a coalition or a minority government that 
was dependent upon the Scottish National Party. 
This would threaten the future of  the union and 
would result in higher public spending and debt. 
The deployment of  fear was effective and the 
Crosby strategy was an unexpected success; the 
&RQVHUYDWLYHVJDLQHGVHDWVDQGVHFXUHGDQ
RYHUDOOPDMRULW\RI 
The Labour campaign, assisted by Axelrod, 
communicated two key messages: that Britain 
only succeeds when working people succeed  
the so-called economic recovery having failed 
to solve the cost of  living crisis  and that the 
Conservatives constituted a threat to the National 
Health Service. Minimalist in nature, the Axelrod 
VWUDWHJ\ZDVSUHGLFDWHGRQPRELOL]LQJ/DERXU·V
FRUHVXSSRUWHUVDQGWKXVJDLQLQJWKHSHUFHQW
of  the popular vote deemed necessary to deliver 
DPDMRULW\7KHSDUW\WDUJHWHGPDUJLQDOVHDWV
ZLWKDQDUP\RI SDLGDFWLYLVWVZKRKHOSHG
WRDFKLHYH/DERXU·VREMHFWLYHRI ÀYHPLOOLRQ
doorstep conversations; effectively used its 
Contact Creator database and new Nation Builder 
software to organize and support these activists; 
and, drawing upon the Obama model, attracted 
GRQDWLRQVGXULQJWKHFDPSDLJQDVSDUW
RI DPLOOLRQFURZGVRXUFLQJRSHUDWLRQ$O-
WKRXJKKDLOHGDVWKHYLFWRULQWKH¶JURXQGZDU·WR
encourage voter turnout, the party was ultimately 
defeated. The Axelrod strategy was an unmitigat-
HGGLVDVWHU/DERXUVHFXUHGRQO\VHDWVOHVV
WKDQLQ
The Liberal Democrat campaign, devised by 
Coatzee, emphasized their record as part of  the 
Coalition Government and communicated three 
main messages: that the Liberal Democrats, as 
Coalition partners, had moderated Conservative 
excesses, that the Liberal Democrats had, and 
would continue to, deliver economic competence 
and stability, and that the Liberal Democrats 
offered a centrist alternative to their rivals who 
were lurching to the left and right. This strat-
egy, of  splitting the difference, was predicated 
on defending existing Liberal Democrat seats. 
Tactically, the Liberal Democrats neglected to 
convey their liberal vision and instead presented 
themselves as a potential future coalition partner. 
The Coatzee strategy was an unmitigated disaster; 
WKH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWVZRQRQO\VHDWVOHVV
WKDQLQ
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For decades there has been a warning for view-
HUVWKDWLW·VWLPHWRVZLWFKFKDQQHOVRUWRJRDQG
make a cup of  tea. 
From Anthony Eden batting away rehearsed 
TXHVWLRQVWR-RKQ0DMRU visiting his childhood 
home, and Tony Blair: The Movie; the messages 
were cosy, bland and uninspiring. They rarely 
made an impact unless as objects of  derision.
However, for this election the political 
parties have reinvented their use of  video and 
sought inspiration from the much maligned sta-
ple of  US Presidential elections: the attack ad.
Political advertising is forbidden under the 
8.·Vbroadcasting laws but by using YouTube 
and social media the parties have transmitted 
video messages to millions of  people. 
The Conservatives set the pace. One of  
their key theme was the danger of  allowing the 
SNP to prop up a weak Labour government. 
2Q0DUFKWKHnd, just before Parliament was 
dissolved, they published a polished animation 
showing Alex Salmond returning to Westminster 
to make Ed Miliband dance to his tune. It was 
short, smart and targeted  and, at the time of  
ZULWLQJLWKDVEHHQZDWFKHGPRUHWKDQDTXDUWHU
of  a million times on YouTube. 
The Tories have clearly learned lessons from 
their use of  poster and billboard advertising. 
A single strong image dominates their most 
successful video, the delicate mechanism of  
a clock being smashed by a sledgehammer. A 
heavy handed metaphor for Labour wrecking 
the economy but it has been viewed more than 
WLPHVRQ<RX7XEH
,QJHQHUDO/DERXU·VWRQHZDVPRUHSRVLWLYH
There were highly produced celebrity endorse-
ments by actors such as Steve Coogan and 
Martin Freeman, and motivational videos ex-
tolling the virtues of  voting Labour. These were 
similar to the traditional PEB although, perhaps, 
with higher production standards. But Labour 
also made use of  short, sharable videos for 
social media. One that was particularly effective 
showed interviews with several Conservative 
ministers being evasive about plans to cut the 
top rate of  income tax. 
7KHSDUWLHV·YLGHRWKHPHVFDQEURDGO\EH
broken down into three categories: attacking 
your opponents, positive message reinforcement, 
and endorsements  from both celebrities and 
real voters. Humour, as ever, played well. The 
*UHHQV·´Change the TuneµÀOPIHDWXULQJWKH
other party leaders as a boy band racked up 
QHDUO\YLHZVRQ<RX7XEHDQGPRUHWKDQ
OLNHV
The use of  Facebook and Twitter is allow-
ing politicians to get their message straight to 
voters, cutting out the media middle-man. David 
&DPHURQ·V7ZLWWHUDFFRXQWKDVPRUHWKDQDPLO-
lion followers. A huge audience for videos such 
as the one he tweeted showing Alex Salmond 
MRNLQJKHZRXOGZULWH/DERXU·VEXGJHWVSHHFK²
that was retweeted more than a thousand times.
:K\LVWKLVKDSSHQLQJQRZ",W·VWKHFRQ-
junction of  several things:  high levels of  smart-
phone use and ease of  access to video editing 
software, the extensive reach of  YouTube, Twit-
ter and Facebook, and the change in copyright 
law to allow humorous or satirical mash-ups has 
created a more permissive environment. 
With the unexpected success of  the Con-
servatives at this election, all the parties will 
want to draw lessons from a campaign that 
effectively delivered both positive and negative 
video messages directly to voters.
There now follows a party election broadcast
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The slow shift to the digital campaign: 
online political posters
,QWKHHOHFWLRQGHVSLWHVRPHPLQRUIRUD\V
into emerging social media, the predominant tool 
of  choice for the parties was the by-then distinct-
ly old-school e-mail. UK elections have clung 
to traditional campaign tools like Party Election 
Broadcasts, and have seemingly been reluctant 
to fully embrace new developments like televised 
debates. The inclusion of  online campaigning into 
the electoral toolbox has been gradual and one of  
PDQ\WHFKQLTXHVHQWHULQJWKHPL[KDVEHHQRQOLQH
political posters. 
Posters in one form or another have been 
a feature of  election campaigns in the UK and 
elsewhere for over a hundred years. During this 
WLPHWKHLUVLJQLÀFDQFHKDVVKLIWHGIURPEHLQJ
a toolof  direct persuasion and mobilisation to 
one of  media agenda setting. Conspiring to 
have billboard images reproduced on television, 
online news sites and in newspapers for free is a 
more cost-effective way of  getting the message 
out than paying for pricey billboard sites. In the 
FDPSDLJQSRVWHUVZHUHVHHPLQJO\HYHQOHVV
prominent, leading to claims of  the death of  the 
campaign poster. But while wide scale traditional 
print posters might be less attractive, the idea of  
the poster as a campaign tool has not disappeared 
and has re-emerged online, particularly through 
party presences on social media. So far, the use 
of  online posters has not drawn widespread 
attention, aside from the brief  furore surrounding 
*UDQW6KDSSV·´beer and bingo poster pub-
OLVKHGRQ7ZLWWHULQWKHZDNHRI WKH%XGJHW
1HYHUWKHOHVVWKH\KDYHTXLHWO\EHFRPHDURXWLQH
part of  party communication over social media.  
Oline political posters offer a potentially 
fruitful communication channel for parties, being 
FRPSDUDWLYHO\FKHDSWRSURGXFHDQGTXLFNWR
distribute compared with traditional posters. The 
potential for online posters to go viral through 
social media, spreading exponentially as they 
are shared between users, is likely a big draw for 
political parties. Online posters often include ex-
plicit invitations to like and share if  you agree. 
Although online posters are sometimes straight 
digital reproductions of  existing billboards, or 
KHDYLO\LQÁXHQFHGE\WUDGLWLRQDOSRVWHUVW\OHV
they also have their own forms and styles. Most 
common are photographs, often of  party leaders, 
combined with simple slogans or statements; 
infographic images with charts also feature, as do 
images with text-only slogans. A series of  online 
SRVWHUVEDVHGRQ(G0LOLEDQG·VUHVSRQVHWR
-HUHP\3D[PDQ·V&KDQQHOLQWHUYLHZTXHVWLRQRI 
whether he was tough enough to be Prime Min-
LVWHUSURFODLPLQJ´+HOO<HV,·PYRWLQJ/DERXUµ
ZHUHDIHDWXUHRI /DERXU·V)DFHERRNSDJHXSWR
and including polling day. 
We have been tracking online political posters 
RQ)DFHERRNVLQFH6HSWHPEHUXSWRSROOLQJ
day as part of  an ongoing study focusing on the 
main three parties plus UKIP, the Greens, Plaid 
&\PUXDQGWKH613)URP6HSWHPEHU
to polling day the parties released collectively 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\SRVWHUVRI WKHVHZHUH
SRVWHGEHWZHHQst 0DUFKDQGth0D\
DORQH2QMXVWRQHGD\nd$SULO3ODLG
Cymru published over 80 posters in English and 
Welsh. Trends around the Scottish Independence 
5HIHUHQGXPDQG(XURSHDQ(OHFWLRQVZHUH
less pronounced. Nonetheless, the permanent 
campaign is a reality online with online posters 
appearing nearly daily, even outside of  election 
periods and with a distinct increase before the 
General Election. 
Despite party efforts, both in implicit poster 
designs and through explicit appeals to share, we 
found little evidence so far that online posters 
IUHTXHQWO\JRYLUDOZLWKVKDUHVLQWKHWKRXVDQGV
at most. Interestingly it has been online posters 
from UKIP and the Greens that have done best, 
DYHUDJLQJVLJQLÀFDQWO\PRUHOLNHVDQGVKDUHVWKDQ
the traditional parties. Whilst still not a level play-
LQJÀHOGWRDGHJUHHVRPHRI WKHPLQRUSDUWLHV
are outperforming the major parties on social 
PHGLDLI QRWDWWKHEDOORWER[
The purpose online posters serve in con-
temporary digital campaigns remains unclear. 
Their failure to spread widely suggests they do 
not contribute much to persuading undecided 
voters. However, the continual presence of  online 
posters, even outside election periods, suggests 
they do play some kind of  ongoing role. They 
may be tools for agenda setting through message 
repetition over time, in a way not possible with 
traditional posters. Alternatively online posters 
could be more inward looking, communicating 
messages to strengthen the identity of  existing 
supporters. At a time when online supporters are 
rivalling and even outstripping the numbers of  
traditional party members, online posters may of-
IHUDWRROIRUSDUWLHVWRFRPPXQLFDWHLGHDVTXLFNO\
and simply with supporters, as well as a conven-
ient way for supporters to express their own poli-
tics over social media by sharing party content. In 
that sense, online posters may have less in com-
mon with billboards and more with the humble 
constituency campaign window poster.
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Online persuasion at the 2015 General Election
7KLVZDVWKHÀIWK8.*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQFDPSDLJQ
at which the Internet has played a part, and given 
WKHSUROLIHUDWLRQLQVRFLDOPHGLDXVHVLQFH
many commentators expected it to play a key 
role.  The consensus of  most research has sug-
gested that the role of  web technologies has been 
primarily to offer information about the candi-
dates and parties. One respected web campaigner 
once said to me the Internet would not deliver 
the Holy Grail of  winning votes. So does this 
mean that party websites do not seek to change 
YRWLQJEHKDYLRXU",ORRNHGDWSDUW\ZHEVLWHVWR
see if  they deliberately sought to use their website 
as a persuasive tool, to change behaviour, or 
merely to inform.
In recent years commercial companies have 
VWDUWHGWRORRNDWWKHDSSOLFDWLRQRI JDPLÀFDWLRQ
namely to apply aspects of  gaming to enhance 
UHODWLRQVKLSVZLWKZHEYLVLWRUV,QWKH8.
JHQHUDO(OHFWLRQJDPLÀFDWLRQSOD\HGQRUROHZLWK
one important exception, the Conservative Party.  
They operated a points scheme, Share the Facts, 
designed to encourage interaction with their 
campaign. The scheme encourages supporters 
to share posts with others, those who sign up 
get points when they share posts, others click 
on their posts and if  people react to their posts.  
Every fortnight the top twenty point scorers 
on their leader board win a prize. Turning the 
campaign into a game with a competition and 
rewards is designed to convert their supporters 
into online active campaigners enhancing the 
3DUW\·VRIÀFLDORQOLQHFDPSDLJQ*DPLÀFDWLRQKDV
clearly not taken off  yet, but it will be interesting 
to see if  this one example becomes the norm 
for parties as they seek a competitive edge, or is 
largely forgotten?
Another example of  where parties have 
sought to apply the latest trends has been crowd-
IXQGLQJ,Q2FWREHUThe Green Party 
announced that it was working with Crowdfunder 
to raise money from small donations to secure 
WR¶EDQNUROO·FDQGLGDWHV%\WKHEH-
ginning of  the election campaign they had raised 
QHDUO\,Q0DUFKWKH6FRWWLVK1D-
WLRQDO3DUW\613VLPLODUO\DQQRXQFHGWKDWLWZDV
WXUQLQJWRFURZGIXQGLQJWRVXSSRUWHOHFWLRQ
¶SURMHFWV·LQFOXGLQJ$OH[6DOPRQGLWVSUHYLRXV
OHDGHUV·FDPSDLJQWRZLQDVHDW%RWKSDUWLHVDUH
seeking to capitalise online in the surge of  interest 
DQGVXSSRUWRIÁLQH
A different approach to persuasion was 
provided by the Labour Party. I received an email 
about halfway through the campaign which in-
cluded the following:
´,·YHMXVWSXWWRJHWKHUDOLVWRI HYHU\WKLQJRXU
organisers will need to expand their operations. 
%\P\FDOFXODWLRQVWKH\QHHGIRUWKH
penultimate week  and we need to raise that by 
PLGQLJKWRQ7KXUVGD\LI ZH·UHJRLQJWRJHWWKH
money out to the organisers in time. 
Nigel, if  there ever there was a time to join the 
RWKHUVZKR·YHGRQDWHGWKLVPRQWKWKLVLV
it. Do your bit to help our campaign win as many 
YRWHVDVSRVVLEOHLQWKHÀQDOWZRZHHNVRI WKLV
neck-and-neck election  it takes two minutes to 
donate.
This appeal features a number of  well-used 
SHUVXDVLRQWHFKQLTXHV%\XVLQJDYHU\SUHFLVH
ÀJXUHWKH\DUHLPSO\LQJYHU\FOHDU
FRVWLQJVDQGDOVRSLTXHP\LQWHUHVW7KH\SURYLGH
a very short timeframe suggesting an urgency to 
DFW$QGWKHQWKH\XVHVRFLDOQRUPVZLWK
already donating. This suggests that I will not be 
alone, rather following something many others 
have already done and so these numbers encour-
age compliance as something normal. Looking at 
this appeal as a whole I see a very clear persuasive 
message: there is a real problem, that there is a 
solution, that I can help to solve it and there are 
few barriers to stop me doing so. 
2I FRXUVHWKHVHUHÁHFWLRQVRI WKH
General Election campaign are only a snap shot 
of  the process of  online persuasion, they cannot 
offer an assessment of  what their effect has been. 
However, I would argue that UK political parties 
have sought to deliberately apply at least some 
persuasion theory to how they use their online 
presence, typically to mobilise supporters rather 
WKDQFKDQJHYRWHUV·PLQGV,ZRXOGH[SHFWWKLV
trend to increase in future campaigns.
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Marketing the 2015 British General Election:  
the invisible campaign?
Writing this as the election contest closes and 
the results are announced, we might be forgiv-
en for asking if  the election campaigns have 
actually launched yet, or if  the leaders will ever 
address the problems facing our country? 
$QGVRWRWKHHOHFWLRQPDUNHWLQJ
campaigns. At this point I click for my folder of  
campaign materials. This is normally bursting 
with content. This time the folder is anorexic. 
I am even struggling to remember the election 
PDUNHWLQJPHVVDJHV7KHFDPSDLJQVUHS-
resent everything that is wrong with the market-
ing-politics marriage. Not because of  the under-
lying tensions between the use of  the marketing 
to sell democracy; but simply because marketing 
was so inexpertly applied. You would think that 
WKHSDUWLHV·FDPSDLJQDGYLVRUVZRXOGKDYHD
very good understanding of  marketing. Some 
of  them  such as David Axelrod and Lynton 
Crosby  were brought in from abroad for their 
strategic acumen. But as far as the application of  
marketing goes, they fell well short. 
Marketing politics is not like selling soap 
powder, it is different. Would detergent manu-
facturers launch their offerings on fuzzy strategy 
or hide or sideline their key offerings from 
FRQVXPHUVYRWHUV":RXOGWKH\ODXQFKNH\PDU-
keting messages and rapidly hide them on social 
PHGLD²DZD\IURPHQTXLULQJPLQGVRI ¶QRUPDO·
consumers?  Actually, would they learn how to 
HIIHFWLYHO\XVHVRFLDOPHGLDÀUVW":RXOGWKH\
aim to shrink the marketplace to gain competi-
tive advantage, rather than focus on convincing 
FRQVXPHUVWKH\DUH¶WKHEHVW·":RXOGWKH\SUHP-
ise their marketing on who consumers should 
distrust the least, rather than whom they trust 
the most? If  this is unlikely for soap-powder, 
why it is deemed effective for the more cerebral 
choice-making of  voting? 
Of  course we all expected the respective 
campaigns to be digital. This election should 
have showcased expert and effective use of  
digital technology to engage all creeds within the 
electorate. We should not have had to hunt for 
party campaign messages. And this raises anoth-
er problem - the lack of  thought given on how 
to encourage the electorate to visit these digital 
sites to interact with the messages; if  indeed 
WKLVZDVZDQWHGJLYHQGHPRELOLVLQJRSSRQHQW·V
YRWHUVLVDNH\VWUDWHJLFSULRULW\DQGQRWWUXVWUH
building as claimed. 
Considering the campaign advisors attached 
to each party, and the predictions surrounding 
this election, we should have witnessed a more 
innovative and strategic use of  this technolo-
J\WRFRQYH\UDSLGÀUHUHÁH[LYHFUHGLEOHDQG
visible messages that offer hope for the future. 
:HVDZVKDGHVRI WKLVLQWKHSDUW\·VDGH[HFX-
WLRQVRQWKHLUGLJLWDO79FKDQQHOVSDUWLFXODUO\
from The Conservatives, but also in the PEBs 
from Labour and their pre-leadership debate ad 
accusing David Cameron of  hiding. 
While many commentators argue advertising 
is no longer useful or relevant to election cam-
paigning, it can crystallise fundamental messages 
and leader persona in a way that no other com-
PXQLFDWLRQWHFKQLTXHFDQWKXVVHWWLQJWKHPRRG
of  the campaign. It was this clarity of  mes-
VDJHWKDWZDVLQYLVLEOHLQWKHFDPSDLJQV
Instead the campaigns were very noisy with 
debates, interviews and media commentary. The 
central election issues were hijacked by peripher-
DOFRQFHUQVWKH\ZHUH¶VORZ·DQG¶RIIPHVVDJH·
Of  course there were attempts to present these 
distilled messages, for example:
Conservatives: Your worst nightmare 
just got worse. The SNP would prop up Ed 
Milliband meaning chaos for Britain.
/LE'HP´WD[FXWGHOLYHUHGWRZRUNLQJ
families. Promise kept. Look left, look right, 
then cross.
There were few examples of  simple single sen-
tences that said this is who we are, this is what 
we stand for, this is what we offer and this is why 
you should vote for us. So the core messages 
remained hidden. 
7KHFDPSDLJQVZLOOQRWEHFRPHSDUW
RI HDFKSDUW\·VP\WKRORJ\´'HPRQ(\HVµDQG
´/DERXULVQ·WZRUNLQJµVWLOOUXOHDVPDJQLÀ-
FHQWH[DPSOHVRI WKHXQLTXHFRQWULEXWLRQRI 
advertising. The spoof  election ads and the art 
VWXGHQW·VHOHFWLRQDGSRVWHUFRPSHWLWLRQLOOXV-
trate there is a rich talent available to create the 
inspirational campaign messages of  the future. 
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General Election as an event
It is not common those interested in the study of  
¶HYHQWV·WRFDVWWKHLUDWWHQWLRQWRZDUGVHOHFWLRQV
Common faire for their considered gaze tends to 
be large scale sporting, nation branding or cultural 
occasions such as the Olympic Games, Global 
Expos and the European Capital of  Culture. That 
PD\EHEXWJHQHUDOHOHFWLRQVDUHKLJKO\VLJQLÀFDQW
events. They are, or at the very least should be, 
WKHGHÀQLQJHYHQWRI DUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDOGHPRFUD-
cy. So how was this one?
As an event it was one that had a clearly 
anticipated scheduled performance. Following 
WKH)L[HGWHUP3DUOLDPHQWV$FWZHFRXOGDOO
see this one coming from a long way off. More 
recently the provision in the Electoral Registra-
WLRQ$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ$FWEURXJKWLQWRIRUFH
in April last year, to dissolve parliament earlier, 
extended the joy of  the campaign by more than 
a week.  
The campaign itself  was very slick. Great 
election faux-pas of  the past were relegated to 
history in what was a smoothly delivered piece of  
extended performance art. In place of  the staged 
baby-kissing of  previous years, and party lead-
HUV·VOLJKWO\DZNZDUGO\FKRUHRJUDSKHGPDQRHX-
vres with the public, generating the slightly less 
awkward but mostly twee photo-ops by which we 
have previously been entertained, we were given 
VHOÀHVRFLDOPHGLDVDYY\YLUDOPDUNHWLQJRSSRUWX-
nities combined with the odd sprinkling of  grand 
gesture posing. 
For the Conservatives the event opportunities 
began early, a good year before the election, with 
'DYLG&DPHURQFKDOOHQJLQJWKHPHGLD·VSUHYLRXV
election debate proposal, which was planned to 
PLUURUWKHLUHOHFWLRQFRYHUDJH7KHWRDQG
fro of  that debate with broadcast media only 
UHDFKLQJDJUHHPHQWRQWKHVW0DUFKÀYHGD\V
EHIRUHWKHÀUVWWHOHYLVLRQGHEDWH&DPHURQ·VFRQ-
tinuing brinkmanship doing a wonderful job of  
keeping media attention on his party, with subtle 
resonances of  the Conservatives being a party 
that could call the shots. Such pseudo-events, 
events that take place purely for their capacity to 
have their message reproduced, were to prove to 
be a central element of  this campaign.
Writing this on the day of  the election, the 
ÀUVW79GHEDWH·VWLWOH¶7KH%DWWOHIRU1XPEHU·
ZKLFKZDVZDWFKHGE\DURXQGPLOOLRQYLHZHUV
in the UK, now seems hollowly ironic - though at 
the time it felt slightly anachronistic as the media 
maintained a strong narrative that Britain was 
now in an era of  coalition government. Apart 
IURPWKH4XHVWLRQ7LPHVSHFLDORQWKHWK$SULO
the other debates sustained the rumour that the 
future government would be more patchwork 
than single hue. 
That impression of  precarity was not 
helped by party gestures towards line in the sand 
SVHXGRHYHQWV7KH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDW·VUHGOLQHV
EHLQJWKHÀUVWRII WKHVWDUWLQJEORFNVEXWTXLFNO\
followed by the Conservatives declaring legisla-
tion to lock-in various manifesto pledges. Gesture 
politicking hit some strange kitsch high, or is that 
ORZZLWK(G0LOLEDQG·VVWRQHWDEOHWDQGLWV
carved commitments. Whether you see that piece 
of  limestone as some form of  biblical metaphor 
or, as I did, an obscure reference to the monolith 
LQ$6SDFH2G\VVH\LWZDVSRVVLEO\RQHRI 
the most surreal events of  the campaign. 
Crucially what was missing from the election 
was solid content. One could argue the headline 
¶DFWV·ZHUHWRRVLPLODU:KDWIHZEXUVWVRI FRORXU
there were came mainly from the supporting 
¶EDQGV·(OHFWLRQVDV,VXJJHVWHGDWWKHVWDUW
VKRXOGEHWKHGHÀQLQJHYHQWVRI DUHSUHVHQWD-
tional democracy, they are the opportunity for 
a political organisation to articulate a coherent 
and singular vision for how to address the issues 
they consider key to the future of  the nation 
and its people. However, the campaign was less 
event and more pseudo-events; beyond gesture 
it contained little by way of  coherent vision and 
DUJXPHQW0DFEHWK·VFRPPHQWWKDWOLIHLV´EXWD
walking shadow [] full of  sound and fury, sig-
nifying nothing comes to mind. The form of  ar-
gumentation that dominated was of  the abductive 
YDULHW\\ZLOOKDSSHQLI \RXYRWH[LI \RXGRQ·W
ZDQW\YRWH]6XFKUHWURUHÁH[LYLW\PD\PDNHIRU
a memorable rhetoric, but it is at the expense of  
policy exposition. 
$VWKHÀQDOUHVXOWLVDQQRXQFHGWKH&RQVHUY-
DWLYHVKDYHDZRUNLQJPDMRULW\RI MXVW03V
DURXQGDTXDUWHURI WKDWZKLFK-RKQ0DMRUKDG
LQ,WZRXOGDSSHDUWKDWWKLVGHÀQLQJHYHQW
of  our representational democracy has a closing 
ceremony that is far from over.
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How do the former partners in a coalition 
government defend their record and, at the same 
time, reassert their distinctive identities? This 
process begins months before the general elec-
WLRQRI FRXUVHEXWLWLQWHQVLÀHVGXULQJWKHVKRUW
FDPSDLJQDQGUHTXLUHVFRQVLGHUDEOHUKHWRULFDO
skill  especially for the smaller party, whose 
LQÁXHQFHDQGDFKLHYHPHQWVDUHRIWHQOHVVYLVLEOH
to the public.  
'DYLG&DPHURQ·Vcampaign rhetoric centred 
on the choice between competence and chaos. 
'UDZLQJRQWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV·UHSXWDWLRQIRU
sound economic management, he argued that his 
JRYHUQPHQW·VSROLFLHVZHUH´JHWWLQJWKHFRXQWU\
on the right track. Cameron marshalled factu-
al evidence to support this, claiming they had 
FUHDWHGWZRPLOOLRQMREVDQGKDOYHGWKHGHÀFLW
while maintaining investment in the NHS. He 
DOVRLQYRNHGWKHQDUUDWLYHRI WKH´ÀVFDOPHVVµ
the government had inherited and expressed his 
HDJHUQHVVWR´ÀQLVKWKHMREWKDWZH·YHDOOVWDUWHGµ
+HUH&DPHURQUHFDOOHGWKH´ZH·UHDOOLQWKLV
together mantra, with its echoes of  the Dunkirk 
VSLULW·DQGVRVRXJKWWRXQLWHWKHSXEOLFEHKLQG
his party in a shared mission. He thus projected 
an image of  governing competence and strong 
OHDGHUVKLSZKLOHKLVDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWWKDW´LW·V
EHHQDYHU\GLIÀFXOWWLPHµLPSOLHVWKDWWKHVDF-
ULÀFHVPDGHWRVHFXUHWKHUHFRYHU\PXVWQRWEH
allowed to go to waste. 
Alongside this display of  competence, Cam-
eron fuelled fears of  a minority Labour govern-
ment held to ransom by the SNP. Again drawing 
RQWKHGHÀFLWQDUUDWLYHhe warned of  a coali-
tion of  chaos, with the SNP acting as the chain 
WR/DERXU·VZUHFNLQJEDOOUXQQLQJULJKWWKURXJK
our economic recovery. Indeed, he continued, 
it will be you who pays the price [] with job 
losses, with massive tax rises, and an economy 
back on the brink of  bankruptcy. The destruc-
tion metaphor heightened the emotional impact 
RI &DPHURQ·VZRUGVDQGVRHQKDQFHGWKHSHUVXD-
sive power of  his claim that only a Conservative 
government would ensure the recovery contin-
ued. While the Party was criticised for a lacklustre 
campaign, the fusion of  its economic narrative 
ZLWKWKH¶SROLWLFVRI IHDU·HQDEOHGLWWRFRQIRXQG
expectations and win an overall majority.
The Liberal Democrats, meanwhile, em-
phasised their centrist credentials and their 
achievements in government. Thus, Nick Clegg 
expressed concern that the economic recovery 
ZRXOGEHWKUHDWHQHGHLWKHUE\WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV·
´LGHRORJLFDOFXWVµRUE\/DERXU·VDOOHJHGO\LUUH-
sponsible borrowing, and argued that we need 
to remain anchored in the centre ground so that 
ZHFDQÀQLVKWKHMRERI EDODQFLQJWKHERRNVEXW
GRLWIDLUO\µ7RGHPRQVWUDWHWKHHIÀFDF\RI WKLV
approach, he reminded the electorate that the 
Liberal Democrats had, for instance, raised the 
income tax threshold and introduced the Pupil 
Premium, and so had helped to create a stronger 
economy and a fairer society. Indeed, if  given 
the opportunity to act as kingmaker in a subse-
TXHQWFRDOLWLRQWKH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWVZRXOG
add a heart to a Conservative government and 
a brain to a Labour one. Rather like the Wizard 
RI 2]&OHJJ·VSDUW\ZRXOGJLYHWKHLUSRWHQWLDO
SDUWQHUVWKHTXDOLWLHVWKH\QHHGHGWRJRYHUQZHOO
but which they currently lacked. 
$OWKRXJKWKH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWV·EHOLHI LQ
IDLUQHVVZDVDWWKHIRUHIURQWRI WKHLUFDP-
paign, it was soon subordinated to the Conserva-
WLYHV·GHÀFLWUHGXFWLRQVWUDWHJ\,QWKH3DUW\
revived this commitment in a bid to re-establish 
their distinctive identity, while appealing to their 
DXGLHQFH·VVHQVHRI MXVWLFH7RWKLVHQGWKH\
SULRULWLVHGGHÀFLWUHGXFWLRQRQWKHJURXQGWKDW
it is unfair to burden future generations with the 
debt, and sought to distance themselves from 
WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV·DSSURDFK,QSDUWLFXODUClegg 
criticisedWKHLUSURSRVHGELOOLRQUHGXFWLRQLQ
welfare spending as very unfair, asking Cam-
eron: What are you going to do? Who are you 
JRLQJWRKXUW":KR·VJRLQJWREHDUWKHSDLQ"µ
However, this attack failed to convince due to the 
/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWOHDGHUVKLS·VFDSLWXODWLRQWRWKH
&RQVHUYDWLYHV·DXVWHULW\SURJUDPPHZKLOH&OHJJ·V
efforts to present himself  as a principled politi-
cian sat uneasily with his U-turns on tuition fees 
DQGWKH¶EHGURRPWD[·7KHVHDSSDUHQWFRQWUDGLF-
WLRQVJUDYHO\XQGHUPLQHGWKH/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWV·
credibility and were surely a key factor in their 
crushing defeat on 7th May. 
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From the vantage point of  May 8th, the Green 
6XUJH·VHHPVWRKDYHHYDSRUDWHGHYHQPRUH
TXLFNO\WKDQLWDSSHDUHG*UHHQ3DUW\PHPEHU-
VKLSEHJDQWRLQFUHDVHLQ$SULOLQWKHUXQ
up to the European Parliamentary election and 
then spiked in three waves between October 
DQG-DQXDU\VSXUUHGRQE\WKH
EURDGFDVWHUV·LQLWLDOSODQVWRH[FOXGHWKHSDUW\
IURPWKH79GHEDWHV$QOfcom consultation 
SXEOLVKHGRQ-DQXDU\th denying the Greens 
major party status appeared to annoy sections 
of  the public enough to massively boost ap-
plications from new members, who signed up 
in their thousands the following week, at one 
point at a rate of  one every ten seconds. As 
well as putting Green Party membership ahead 
of  that of  UKIP and bringing much needed 
campaign revenue, public support climbed 
to new heights with an RSLQLRQSROOLQ-DQX-
arySXWWLQJ*UHHQVRQSHUFHQWGHPRWLQJ
/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWVWRÀIWKSODFH7KH¶:KDWDUH
\RXDIUDLGRI ER\V"·poster campaignRI WK
-DQXDU\FOHDUO\WRXFKHGDQHUYHDPRQJVWEURDG-
casters and political opponents with the smiling 
faces of  Lucas and Bennett used to mock the 
¶ROGER\·VFOXERI :HVWPLQVWHU·:LWKLQIRXU
GD\VWKHVHYHQSDUW\79GHEDWHKDGEHHQ
announced, paving the way for two of  the most 
ideologically varied and gender balanced leader 
debates yet seen in UK politics. 
However, while the Green vote on May 
7thZDVWKHKLJKHVWHYHUDWRYHUPLOOLRQD
fourfold increaseRQWKHSDUW\VWLOORQO\
SROOHGHQRXJKWRZLQRQH03ZLWKMXVW
of  the national vote. Indeed there was relief  
when Caroline Lucas held her seat (with a 
KXJHO\LPSURYHGPDMRULW\LQ%ULJKWRQ3DYLOLRQ
While all the polls were over-optimistic about 
DQWL7RU\SDUWLHV·OHYHOVRI VXSSRUWDWUHQG
ZKLFKSROOVWHUVVHHPXQDEOHWROHDUQIURP
Greens will be wondering what happened to 
the promise of  an electoral breakthrough.  
The media have made much of  two poor 
media performances by Natalie Bennett. Her 
brain fade·RQ/%&UDGLRLQSDUWLFXODUVWRRG
out and dogged her ability to shape the agenda 
positively. YouGov pollingKDGLGHQWLÀHGDGH-
cline in support by March after these interviews 
and many Green supporters no doubt mourned 
the lack of  a more seasoned and charismatic 
party leader, such as Caroline Lucas who stood 
DVLGHLQ+RZHYHU/XFDVKDGEHHQPRG-
est enough to know she could not take on the 
task of  holding on to her Brighton seat, whilst 
leading a membership drive that involved tour-
ing the country and constant media attention. 
Indeed, the Green Party has been grateful to 
former Guardian Weekly editor Bennett for the 
3DUW\·VOHIWZDUGWXUQWRZDUGVFOHDUO\DUWLFXODWHG
social justice and anti-austerity positions which 
sucked support from disaffected Liberalsand 
Labour supporters. Bennett showed that the 
Greens were not just about the environment, 
a perception that had been widely prevalent, 
especially amongst young voters. In fact, 
%HQQHWW·VFRQVFLRXVVWUDWHJ\WRFKDOOHQJHWKLV
led some scientists to hit out at the Greens in 
WKHÀQDOZHHNVRI WKHFDPSDLJQIRUQRWVD\LQJ
enough about climate change. 
The Greens will learn from the election 
campaign, especially around the need to pre-
pare for tough media interviews. They now 
have more natural allies with the SNP and Plaid 
Cymru in the Commons and may help to form 
a stronger, more vocal anti-austerity block. 
7KH\FOHDUO\VWDQGWREHQHÀWIURPDQ\IXUWKHU
drift to the right by Labour and by the collapse 
of  the Liberal Democrats, and may be able to 
LQÁLFWPRUHVHULRXVGDPDJHWRERWK3DUWLHVDW
the next election.
+PK[OL.YLLU:\YNLTHRLHU`KPɈLYLUJL&
Dr David McQueen 
Lecturer in Advertising and 
Media at Bournemouth 
University, where he writes 
about issues of media and 
power, conlict coverage and 
PR. He is a long-standing 
member of the Green Party.
51
7KH&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\·VZKROO\XQH[SHFWHG
election victory invites us to take stock of  the two 
VLJQLÀFDQWFRPSHWLQJVWUXFWXUHVVWDJHGLQWKH
*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQFDPSDLJQWKRVHRI 
ordinariness and authenticity. 
In one of  his last campaigning events as lead-
er of  the Labour Party, WKH%%&3DUW\/HDGHUV·
Question Time$SULOth%%&(G0LOLEDQG
referred to his Conservative counterpart, David 
Cameron, as the other bloke. Amid a per-
formance peppered with glottal stops, this was 
clearly an  attempt  by  Miliband,  a  man  known  
principally  for  his  weirdness,  to  sound  or-
dinary. Tellingly this use of  the term bloke was 
echoed by the self-styled revolutionary, Russell 
Brand, who exhorted his followers to vote Labour 
stating this bloke will listen. 
The delicate tightrope of  ordinariness is per-
haps best demonstrated by the brief  furore that 
HQVXHGDURXQG(G0LOLEDQG·VNLWFKHQLQ0DUFK
WKLV\HDU$WÀUVWWKH0LOLEDQGGHFRUZDVGHULGHG
E\WKH'DLO\0DLO·V6DUDK9LQH as a mirthless 
vision of  utilitarian drab that foretold the Stalin-
istintent of   any potential Labour  government.  
However,  when it  emerged  that  the  kitchen  
LQTXHVWLRQZDVWKHVPDOOHURI WKHWZRLQKLV
Kentish Town household, the same newspaper 
ZDVTXLFNWRGHULGH´WZRNLWFKHQV0LOLEDQGµ. 
In stage-managing the photo shoot to portray the 
less opulent of  these rooms, the former Labour 
Leader was, they claimed, hypocritical in pur-
porting to  represent  the  interests  of   working  
people,  yet  seeming  to  enjoy  a  considerably  
more comfortable existence than most.  
The Conservative  party, too, have attempt-
ed to construct  themselves  as the  true party  
of  working people. Despite widespread public 
NQRZOHGJHRI 'DYLG&DPHURQ·VSULYLOHJHGSDVW
the Prime Minister has sought in some fashion to 
portray himself  as one of  us. This has included 
name-checking West Ham as his football team 
of  choice, when he supposedly favours the other 
FODUHWDQGEOXHVTXDG$VWRQ9LOODDQGJHWWLQJ
pink-faced about how pumped he is about 
his chances at the ballot box. In turn, George 
Osborne was despatched around the country to 
visit a series of  businesses, typically relating to en-
gineering or low-level manufacturing. Fortuitous-
O\WKHVHSUHPLVHVW\SLFDOO\UHTXLUHWKHLUYLVLWRUVWR
GRQÁXRUHVFHQWMDFNHWVDQGKDUGKDWVDOORZLQJIRU
a  variety  of  photo opportunities of  Osborne  
EULHÁ\DVVXPLQJWKHLGHQWLW\RI WKHKDUGZRUN-
ing folk whose interests he claims to represent.  
Haunting the ordinary, of  course, is its brash-
er cousin, the authentic. The former, particularly 
when it goes awry, can be seen as a patronising 
attempt to debase oneself, to be just like you. 
By contrast the authentic creates a sense of  being 
what one appears to be, where the image present-
HGDFFRUGVZLWKSXEOLFNQRZOHGJHRI WKDWSHUVRQ·V
OLIHH[SHULHQFHV,QWKLVUHJDUG%RULV-RKQVRQ
the  current  Mayor  of   London,  and  now  also 
elected  Member  of   Parliament  for Uxbridge 
and South Ruislip emerges as among the most 
authentic of  politicians. Thus, when he accom-
panies Osborne on one of  his factory jaunts, his 
XQHDVHLQWKHUHTXLVLWHÁXRUHVFHQWDSSDUHODQG
bluster makes clear that the high-vis jacket has 
QHYHUIRXQGLWVZD\WRWKH-RKQVRQZDUGUREH
The tug-of-war between ordinariness and au-
thenticity that has occurred throughout this elec-
tion campaign bespeaks two different conceptions 
RI WKHUROHRI 3ULPH0LQLVWHU:LWKWKH8.·V
GXO\RSXOHQWFRQVWLWXWLRQDOPRQDUFK\RUGLQDU-
iness  is  built  into  the  role  of   Prime  Minister. 
&RQVLGHUHGWKHÀUVWDPRQJHTXDOVVKHRUKHVLWV
in a House of  Commons, while the ermine-clad 
/RUGVUHFDOO%ULWDLQ·VIHXGDOSDVWLQPRUHODYLVK
surroundings. In contrast, authenticity is the mo-
GXVRSHUDQGLRI FHOHEULW\ZKHUHLQWKHFHOHEULW\·V
sole offering is the force of  their personality and 
the fraught labour of  being themselves.  
As television election events gain in impor-
WDQFHSROLWLFLDQVDUHLQFUHDVLQJO\UHTXLUHGWR
assume the role of  authentic celebrities who are 
DOVRVXIÀFLHQWRUGLQDU\WRPDLQWDLQFUHGLELOLW\)RU
Labour and the Liberal Democrats, licking their 
wounds as they assess their losses, they will need 
WRWUDFNGRZQDQDXWKHQWLFDOO\RUGLQDU\ÀJXUHKHDG
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Scottish nationalism in the 2015 UK General Election
While one of  the great mythologies of  recent 
Scottish political identity has been its ideological 
difference from the rest of  the UK, few elections 
can have been so sharply divided along national 
lines as this one. Much of  this stemmed from 
the claims and accusations around nationalism  
Scottish and English, civic and otherwise  that 
permeated the various party campaigns. Such 
discourses gathered impetus from misplaced 
predictions of  a minority administration, with the 
attending threat of  a resurgent Scottish National 
Party holding the balance of  power over Labour, 
or a minority Conservative administration at the 
mercy of  UKIP. A longer analysis would attend 
to the role of  Plaid Cymru in Wales, but within 
the space and scope of  this short piece, I offer 
WKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWJDYHXVWZRGLVFUHWH
campaigns, one centred in England and anoth-
er in Scotland, and these were joined in their 
À[DWLRQZLWKWKH6FRWWLVK1DWLRQDO3DUW\6RKRZ
did the prominence of  the SNP impact upon the 
campaign, and are there lessons we can draw?  
Several pieces of  interim research are signif-
icant in understanding the place of  the SNP in 
this election. One major election study, being un-
dertaken by Loughborough University Communi-
cation Research Centre, reports that coverage of  
WKH613LQ8.ZLGHPHGLDZDVVLJQLÀFDQWLQYRO-
ume and generally negative in tone. Much of  this 
8.ZLGHFRYHUDJHFRQÀUPVUHFHQWH[SHFWDWLRQV
on the personalisation of  politics, and points 
to the agenda-setting capacity of  the televised 
OHDGHUV·GHEDWHVDWWHQWLRQKDVFHQWUHGRQOHDGHU
and Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, who 
polls suggested performed strongly in the tele-
vised debates, even drawing clichéd comparisons 
with Margaret Thatcher. While she was high in 
public esteem, the representation of  Sturgeon as 
a powerful leader was interpreted less approvingly 
across much of  the UK newspaper coverage, 
producing contrasts such as that between UK Sun 
QHZVSDSHU·VPRFNXSRI DWDUWDQFODG6WXUJHRQ
RQDZUHFNLQJEDOODJDLQVWWKH6FRWWLVKHGLWLRQ·V
later portrayal of  Sturgeon as Star Wars heroine 
Princess Leia. 
Another timely piece of  marketing research 
looked at levels of  political engagement within 
Scotland. This study, from the Keller Fay Group, 
IRXQGWKDWWKH613LQVSLUHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\PRUH
public conversation than other parties. Even 
removing the SNP and their Sturgeon factor, this 
research found that those in Scotland were more 
likely to be discussing politics than elsewhere in 
the UK. This was borne out by the voter turn-
RXWUDWHVDWWKHHOHFWLRQLWVHOIMXVWRYHULQ
6FRWODQGFRPSDUHGZLWKXQGHULQ(QJODQG
and Wales. 2WKHUÀQGLQJV, written up by Green 
and Prosser of  the British Election Study, further 
propose that this engagement was shaped by the 
6FRWWLVKLQGHSHQGHQFHTXHVWLRQFRQWULEXWLQJWR
arguments that issue-based politics may bring 
their own forms of  alignment, and that these 
may be every bit as entrenched as the tribal party 
politics to precede them. 
In sum, this one-time focus on Scotland 
across the UK can be explained by the erroneous 
anticipation of  a hung parliament, coupled with 
the novelty of  Sturgeon.  But in just what ways 
do the intensive levels of  participation in Scotland 
UHVXOWIURPODVW\HDU·VLQGHSHQGHQFHUHIHUHQGXP"
There is, of  course, a residual and substan-
tial commitment to Scottish independence: the 
emphatic rejection of  unionist political rhetoric 
DPRXQWHGWRVXSSRUW%XWPRUHWKDQWKLV
across social media, and to a lesser extent in 
party campaign communication, the incongruous 
SDUW\DOOLDQFHVRI ´%HWWHU7RJHWKHUµYHUVXV
Yes Scotland continue to colour individual and 
SDUW\SURÀOHV7KHFKLHI YLFWLPVRI WKLVKDYH
been Scottish Labour, who, amongst their target 
electorate, suffered gravely from their association 
with the Conservatives. The political discourse of  
Scotland has a tradition of  such malign associa-
tions  the SNP as Tartan Tories and Labour as 
the Red Tories  and while a genuine Labour/
Conservative pact was an unusual alliance, the 
mutations of  political pragmatism cast up by 
referenda may yet emerge in different forms over 
the parliament to come. 
As well as tracking the impact of  issue 
politics on party perception, research into this 
and future elections might look more at the 
division of  the election at the sub-state level. One 
compelling distinction has been the divergent 
formations of  nationalism, articulated with the 
political right in England and the political left in 
Scotland and Wales, making vivid the contrasting 
conditions within which strands of  discussion 
may be interpreted and translated into political 
DIÀOLDWLRQ7RDFFRXQWIRUORFDOLVHGIRUPDWLRQV
more fully, future accounts should certainly ex-
tend research across and within the nations of  the 
UK to include a more sophisticated account of  
regionality: continuing the process of  devolution 
within political communication itself.
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7th0D\ZDVWKHVHFRQGWLPHLQMXVWRYHUVHYHQ
months that the people of  Scotland visited the poll-
ing booths. The General Election rapidly followed 
the Scottish Referendum on Independence, which was 
KHOGLQ6HSWHPEHUDQGLQZKLFKWKHPDMRULW\
of  voters rejected the notion that Scotland should 
EHDQLQGHSHQGHQWFRXQWU\*(VDZDKXJH
swing to the SNP, leaving the three unionist parties, 
The Conservative, Labour and Liberal  
Democrat parties, with only one Scottish seat each. 
The General Election Campaign was as 
robust and rigorously discussed on social media 
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter  indeed 
it was the most discussed topic on these plat-
forms in the approach to 7th May  as Scottish 
Independence had been a few months previously. 
Social media have much to offer politicians as 
they enable the political parties to control their 
representation and campaign messages in a way 
WKDWLVQRWSRVVLEOHRQRIÁLQHSODWIRUPVVXFKDV
television and newspapers. They also have much 
to offer voters, particularly a means of  connect-
ing not only to the parties, but also fellow voters 
 and not only those who share support for the 
relevant party.
%RWKWKH6FRWWLVK5HIHUHQGXPDQG
General Election campaigns saw politicians and 
political parties make great use of  page and ac-
count visitors by inviting them share posts and to 
adopt party and campaign logos as their personal 
SURÀOHLPDJHWKXVHQFRXUDJLQJWKHPWREHFRPH
online canvassers. The adoption of  political logos 
and sharing of  campaign posts ensured that 
these political messages reached wider audiences 
WKURXJK7ZLWWHUDQG)DFHERRNXVHU·VQHWZRUNVRI 
friends and followers, including those who were 
QRWSHUKDSVSROLWLFDOO\HQJDJHG$V&DVWHOOV
notesLQIRUPDWLRQQRORQJHUÁRZVRQO\YHUWLFDOO\
but also horizontally on new media platforms.
As such, social media can be a double-edged 
sword for political campaign. For parties, activists 
DQGHQJDJHGFLWL]HQVFDQGRPXFKRI WKH¶ZRUN·
of  persuasive communication on their behalf. But 
a campaign also can lose control of  the message 
when in the hands of  the public. My on-going 
analysis of  the Facebook and Twitter accounts 
RI WKHSROLWLFDOSDUWLHVLQ*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
found that they were not only home to messages 
of  support, but also of  trolling, condemnation 
and abuse from supporters from the various other 
political parties contesting the General Election. 
On the SNP page, much of  this abuse was based 
on the election campaign messages from op-
posing parties. For example, some claimed that 
6FRWODQGLVÀQDQFLDOO\GHSHQGHQWRQWKHUHVWRI 
WKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPDQGWKHUHIRUH¶XQJUDWHIXO·
to their union masters. Others pleaded solidarity: 
that as a progressive party the SNP would split 
the Labour vote in Scotland, and that votes for 
the SNP would result in a Conservative govern-
ment. These comments were representations of  
the focus on the SNP by the three main opposi-
tion parties, whose campaigns were heavily critical 
of  the nationalists. While this could be expected, 
WKHXQLRQLVWSDUWLHV·DQGVXSSRUWHUV·FDPSDLJQ
messages bore a close resemblance to the Better 
Together Campaign in the approach to the Ref-
erendum vote. Whilst these messages did enough 
WRNHHSWKHXQLRQWRJHWKHULQWKH5HIHUHQ-
GXPWKH\XWWHUO\IDLOHGLQ
Party Facebook pages thus allow for more 
unfettered access and interaction between rival 
political activists. Here, we see some perhaps 
predictable trends. Alongside the parroting of  key 
campaign messages, we also see citizens talking 
SDVWHDFKRWKHUPXFKOLNHSDUW\OHDGHUVGR%XW
party pages are intensely political spaces. Move 
beyond these and you begin to see less heat and 
more light. Studies of  political behaviour on 
Facebook demonstrate that political discussion, 
engagement and action can emerge here, but 
often between the cracks of  political spaces and 
everyday ones. The key for political campaigns is 
to master the latter. 
From the Scottish Referendum 2014 to the  
General Election 2015 
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For many months before the election those 
of  us surveying the political scene in Scotland 
had stopped asking if  there would be an SNP 
surge and had instead, been asking how big 
it would be. On the night of  the election the 
ELJJHVWH[LWSROOSUHGLFWHGVHDWVIRUWKH613
Telegraph editor Alan Cochrane said he would be 
¶DVWRQLVKHG·LI WKLVZDVWKHRXWFRPHDQGHYHQ
the SNP leader Nicola Sturgeon tweeted that 
the exit poll needed to be treated with HUGE 
FDXWLRQ·6FRWODQGLVDWUDGLWLRQDO/DERXU3DUW\
heartland and the decimation of  their contin-
JHQWRI 03·VVHHPHGVFDUFHO\EHOLHYDEOH
On the night, the Labour Party in Scotland 
was reduced to a single parliamentarian. Ian 
Murray who was defending one of  the slimmest 
majorities in the election emerged victorious in 
Edinburgh South. Murray, now the Labour Par-
W\·VVROHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHIRU6FRWODQGLQ:HVWPLQ-
ster for the Labour Party, has previously broken 
ranks with his Party on the issue of  Trident 
renewal, which, like his SNP adversaries, he op-
SRVHV6WRSSLQJWKHUHQHZDORI %ULWDLQ·VQXFOHDU
deterrent is a key issue for the SNP and the 
political slogan Bairns not Bombs·UHVRQDWHV
with the Scottish electorate. 
As the election night unfolded the SNP 
ZRQRI WKHDYDLODEOHVHDWVLQ6FRWODQG
an incredible result which left only a single MP 
for the Labour Party, Conservative Party and 
the Liberal Democrats. The real losers on the 
night were Scottish Labour and their demise 
was ultimately underpinned by a growing lack 
of  trust in the media and political classes which 
KDVEHHQH[DFHUEDWHGE\FRQÁLFWLQJPHVVDJHVDV
journalists and politicians tailor their arguments 
to differing electorates in Scotland and England.
'XULQJODVW\HDU·V,QGHSHQGHQFHUHIHUHQ-
dum Alistair Darling the leader of  the Better 
7RJHWKHU·FDPSDLJQargued that the NHS was 
not in danger of  privatisation and that not even 
Margaret Thatcher would dare to go so far. 
Meanwhile in England, Shadow Health Secre-
tary Andy Burnham was campaigning against 
the privatisation of  the NHS by the Coalition 
Government. The NHS was portrayed by the 
Labour Party as being safe in Scotland yet 
under threat of  privatisation in England. This 
EDFNJURXQGPHDQWWKDW(G0LOLEDQG·Vstrategy 
RI ¶ZHDSRQLVLQJ·WKH1+6 was greeted with 
incredulity by many voters north of  the border 
during the General Election campaign.
7KLVSDWWHUQRI FRQÁLFWLQJPHVVDJHVIURP
the Labour Party continued throughout the 
general election. As the polls looked increasing-
O\GHVSHUDWH6FRWWLVK/DERXUOHDGHU-LP0XUSK\
DWWHPSWHGWRÀJKWWKH613IURPWKHOHIWE\
promising to protect Scotland from spending 
cuts. However when this topic was broached in 
England, Chuka Umunna, the shadow business 
secretary, responding to fears about the poten-
WLDOLQÁXHQFHRI WKH613LQD:HVWPLQVWHUFRDOL-
tion, stated plainly that the leader of  the Scot-
tish Labour Party will not be in charge of  the 
8.EXGJHW·/DERXUDWWHPSWHGWRDSSHDUÀVFDOO\
responsible to English voters while promising 
Scottish voters that they would oppose spend-
ing cuts. These mixed messages emphasised 
a fundamental breakdown in trust between 
the Labour Party and the Scottish electorate, 
SDUWLFXODUO\DPRQJVW¶<HV·YRWHUVZKRKDGQRW
forgiven the Labour Party for campaigning with 
the Conservatives during the referendum.
This breakdown in trust also extended to 
the pro-Unionist media, during the referendum 
Alan Cochrane, the political editor of  the Scot-
tish Daily Telegraph was asked by Alistair Darling 
to spike a story which might damage the No 
campaign. Cochrane arguedWKDW¶,W·VQRWUHDOO\
good journalism but what the hell does jour-
QDOLVPPDWWHU"7KLVLVPXFKPRUHLPSRUWDQW·
This blatant partisanship amongst journalists 
also led to mixed messages North and South 
of  the border. The English edition of  the Daily 
Express warned during that referendum cam-
SDLJQRI D¶3HQVLRQVKRFNIRUPLOOLRQV·ZKLOH
the Scottish edition tweaked the same story 
under the amended headline Pensions safer 
ZLWKLQWKH8.·
During this election campaign The Sun has 
also produced contradictory campaigns arguing 
in Scotland that the SNP will safeguard Scots 
interests while insisting in England that the SNP 
ZRXOGIRUFH(QJODQGLQWR¶ÀYH\HDUVRI PLVHU\·
This partisan campaigning by the press has led 
to a situation whereby:
Half  of  Scotland has simply stopped 
believing anything they read in the papers, even 
LI LWLVWUXH·
This partisan coverage has also driven the rise 
of  a counter movement of  pro-Nationalist me-
GLDLQ6FRWODQG+RZHYHUWKLVLVHTXDOO\SDUWLVDQ
one columnist for the National, the new pro-In-
dependence newspaper in Scotland was one 
RI WKHQHZO\HOHFWHG61303·V7KLVUDLVHV
VRPHVHULRXVTXHVWLRQVDERXWMRXUQDOLVWV·IDLOXUH
WRSURYLGHYRWHUVZLWKD¶IRXUWKHVWDWH·DQG
VWUDWHJLFTXHVWLRQVIRUWKH/DERXU3DUW\DERXW
how they can tailor separate campaigns to both 
the Scottish and English electorate in the age of  
social media.
One nation and two messages: how Scotland has become 
a problem for British journalists and the Labour Party
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Northern Ireland in the 2015 General Election
With the unprecedented surge in support for 
613DQG3ODLG&\PUXOHDGHU/HDQQH:RRG·V
strong performance in televised media debates, 
Scotland and Wales received a great deal of  
DWWHQWLRQLQWKHHOHFWLRQ/HVVVR1RUWKHUQ
,UHODQGOHIWRXWRI WKHOHDGHU·VGHEDWHVDQGODUJH-
ly under the radar for most of  the campaign, the 
SURYLQFH·VSDUWLHVDOVRIDLOHGWREHRI LQWHUHVWWR
any potential coalition given the ultimate Con-
servative majority. 
For the vast majority of  Northern Ireland, 
LWZDVEXVLQHVVDVXVXDOZLWKRQO\WZRRI WKH
seats changing hands. On the unionist side, an 
election pact between the UUP (Ulster Unionist 
3DUW\DQGWKH'83'HPRFUDWLF8QLRQLVW3DUW\
VDZRQO\RQHFDQGLGDWHÀHOGHGIURPWKHWZR
parties in each of  four constituencies  North 
Belfast, East Belfast, Fermanagh and South 
Tyrone, and Newry and Armagh. This appears to 
have worked well, with Tom Elliott winning the 
UUP Fermanagh and South Tyrone from Sinn 
)pLQ·V0LFKHOOH*LOGHUQHZ
Elsewhere, the DUP lost South Antrim to the 
UUP but regained East Belfast from Alliance to 
ultimately retain 8 Westminster seats. A popular 
MLA (Member of  the Legislative Assembly at 
6WRUPRQW'DQQ\.LQDKDQ883VFRUHGDQDU-
URZYLFWRU\RYHUWKH'83·V5HY:LOO\0F&UHDWR
win South Antrim for his party. This is a strong 
showing for the UUP and now puts them back at 
Westminster, having lost their one potential MP 
LQIROORZLQJKHUGHIHFWLRQIURPWKHSDUW\WR
stand independently. 
$OOLDQFH·VVROH031DRPL/RQJIRQGO\
referred to in her tightly fought election campaign 
in East Belfast as the Ginger Ninja, won her 
VHDWLQIURP1RUWKHUQ,ULVK)LUVW0LQLVWHU
DQGWKHQ'83033HWHU5RELQVRQ5RELQVRQ
ZKRVHSULYDWHÀQDQFLDODIIDLUVOHGWRKLPEHLQJ
referred in the press at this point as a member of  
the Swish Family Robinson, was punished at 
the ballot box by an electorate that saw him as out 
of  touch. This was a bitter defeat for the DUP, 
and winning back East Belfast was a key target for 
their campaign this time around. Former Belfast 
mayor, Gavin Robinson of  DUP, now represents 
the constituency. 
1DWLRQDOLVWSROLWLFVZHUHJHQHUDOO\TXLHWHU
The loss of  Fermanagh and South Tyrone for 
Sinn Féin will smart, but as the party traditionally 
do not take their seats in Westminster, it is less of  
an issue for them. The SDLP (Social Democratic 
DQG/DERXU3DUW\UHWDLQHGWKHLUWKUHHVHDWV/HDG-
HU$OLVGDLU0F'RQQHOO·VYLFWRU\LQ6RXWK%HOIDVW
means that there will now be a by-election for his 
0/$VHDWLQWKHVDPHFRQVWLWXHQF\DVSDUWLHV·
commitment to ending double jobbing (acting as 
ERWK03DQG0/$LVSKDVHGLQ
Despite one or two upsets, Northern Irish 
politics look set to continue as normal. There are 
some interesting points, however, which will be 
important for the larger British parties to note. 
&DPHURQ·VPDMRULW\LVVOLPDQG'83883YRWHV
FRXOGKHOSKLPRQFHUWDLQSROLFLHVHTXDOO\'83
Eurosceptics could team up with rogue Tory 
backbenchers to cause him problems. Whilst 
the Scottish lion may indeed have roared, it is 
important to think about what this might mean 
IRUQDWLRQDOLVPRI YDULRXVKXHVLQ1RUWKHUQ,UH-
land. Sinn Féin are currently set to make big gains 
in the Irish Daíl elections within the next year: if  
they do well, will that embolden the party to make 
FDOOVIRUDUHIHUHQGXPRQWKHFRQVWLWXWLRQDOTXHV-
WLRQLQ1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG"(TXDOO\ZLWKWKH883
back at Westminster, is this a sign that moderate, 
centrist unionism might be making a comeback 
in the face of  a long period of  DUP dominance? 
$VLQ6FRWODQGDQG:DOHVQH[W\HDU·VHOHFWLRQIRU
the devolved Assembly at Stormont will be a key 
litmus test. 
BBC coverage of  election night failed to 
make substantive reference to any Northern Irish 
parties, largely lumping them all together in the 
FDWHJRU\RI ¶2WKHU·+DGWKHSROOVEHHQFRUUHFW
and Labour and the Tories been neck and neck 
in terms of  seats, then perhaps more interest 
PLJKWKDYHEHHQSDLGWRWKH'83·VIRUWXQHVDQG
Northern Ireland more generally. As it is, the 
SURYLQFH·V03VORRNVHWWRUHPDLQODUJHO\LUUHOH-
vant to mainstream arguments and central votes 
in this parliament. For the province, plus ca change, 
plus cest la meme chose.
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Wales: Plaid Cymru and Labours media 
message fails in target seats
As in the rest of  the UK, both the left-wing 
SDUWLHV·RZQGDWDDQGPHGLDPHVVDJHVIDLOHGWR
properly gauge the mood of  the voters in Wales 
before Election Day.
It had been expected that Labour would 
possible gain three seats, with Arfon, Cardiff  
North and Cardiff  Central all in the mix.
As it happened, they gained Cardiff  Cen-
tral due to the Liberal Democrat collapse but 
fell further behind in the other two, as well as 
ORVLQJERWKWKH9DOHRI &OZ\GDQG*RZHUWR
the Conservatives.
,WZDVQ·WVLPSO\WKDWVHDWVWKHVHVHDWV
changed hands, but rather their symbolism 
 particularly on the Gower, which had been 
XQGHU/DERXUFRQWUROIRURYHU\HDUV
In terms of  the actual share of  the vote, 
WKHUHZDVOLWWOHPRYHPHQWRQÀYH\HDUVDJR
apart from a large swing towards UKIP and the 
Liberal Democrat collapse.
Unlike in England, <RX*RY·VJHQHULFSROO-
ing was within the margin of  error in Wales, 
but inclined towards slightly the Conservatives 
on Election Day.
It seems rather that it was within the par-
WLHV·RZQLQWHUQDOGDWDUHJDUGLQJZKHUHWKHVH
votes would go, that the failure to predict the 
outcome was most acute.
Labour attacked unwinnable seats when 
they should have been on the defensive. Plaid, 
too, got it wrong, ploughing resources into in-
creasing already healthy majorities in Arfon and 
Carmarthen East and Dinefwr in the belief  that 
they were being threatened by Labour.
7KH\DOVRVSRNHZLWKFRQÀGHQFHRI JDLQLQJ
Llanelli and Ceredigion, while never coming 
close, while striking a more pessimistic tone on 
$QJOHVH\ZKHUHWKH\FDPHZLWKLQYRWHV
This confusion regarding where to best de-
ploy their resources suggest neither are making 
EHVWXVHRI WKHYRWHULGHQWLÀFDWLRQGDWDQRZ
available to them. 
The Conservatives, in the meantime, 
launched their campaign on Gower  a seat 
most media commentators considered beyond 
them  and prospered.
In the meantime, the election will throw up 
IXUWKHUTXHVWLRQVDERXWWKHLPSRUWDQFHRI VR-
cial media and the mainstream media as ends in 
themselves towards ensuring election success.
Plaid Cymru have long bemoaned the fact 
that they have not received as much coverage 
DVWKHLUFRPSHWLWRUVDVLWXDWLRQSDUWO\UHFWLÀHG
WKLV\HDUE\OHDGHU/HDQQH:RRG·VLQFOXVLRQLQ
WKHOHDGHU·VGHEDWHV
They were also inordinately busy on social 
media; their candidate in Ceredigion, Mike 
Parker, produced slick Facebook videos for 
each of  the communities he had visited. Their 
combined efforts produced less than a percent-
age point rise in the vote on the last election.
Labour also struggled in this regard. Their 
general, UK-wide messages about the bedroom 
tax and incomers increased already huge major-
ities in the valleys, but did not have the desired 
effect in their relatively prosperous target seats.
The popular leader of  Welsh Labour, 
&DUZ\Q-RQHVWRRNDEDFNVHDWZKLOHXQIDPLOLDU
rising star Owen Smith, MP for Pontypridd and 
the shadow Welsh secretary, lead the campaign.
Perhaps both parties will come to the con-
clusion that it is what they say and how they say 
it, rather than how many people it reaches, that 
matters in the long run.
For the result of  the Wales has challenged 
many assumptions as to where the country 
stands on the political spectrum.
The Conservatives may well use their mod-
est triumph to argue that Wales and Scotland 
DUHDGLIIHUHQWNHWWOHRI ÀVKEHWZHHQWKHPWKH
&RQVHUYDWLYHVDQG8.,3PDQDJHGRI 
the vote.
7XHVGD\PRUQLQJ·Vth0D\Western Mail 
IURQWSDJH²¶+RPHUXOHRXW·VD\V:HOVK6HFUH-
tary Stephen Crabb  suggests that may well be 
the case.
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,WZDVDWZHHWIURPDORFDOZRPDQDWDPRQ
Friday 8th May that best captured the scene: A 
multicolour city retaining its multicolour reputa-
tion...green, red and blue!  
,QWKHHQG%ULJKWRQDQG+RYH·V/HIWFRXOGQ·W
manage its hoped-for clean sweep. On a night 
ZKHQ/DERXU·V8.ZLGHWURXQFLQJGHÀHGDOOSUH-
GLFWLRQVWKHFLW\·VHDVWHUO\FRQVWLWXHQF\%ULJKWRQ
Kemptown, clung tenuously to the Conservatives. 
Yet none of  this stopped its two other seats, 
%ULJKWRQ3DYLOLRQDQG+RYHGHOLYHULQJDGHÀDQW
WZRÀQJHUHGVDOXWHWRWKH7RU\WLGHHQJXOÀQJWKH
rest of  southern England.   
The distinctive three-marginal nature of  
Brighton and Hove had made it a focus of  La-
ERXU·V¶JURXQGZDU·LQWKHPRQWKVUXQQLQJXSWR
0D\*LYHQWKHFLW\·VVWDWXVDV%ULWDLQ·VOHDGLQJ
*UHHQVWURQJKROGXQWLOKRXUVDIWHUWKH
JHQHUDOHOHFWLRQLWERDVWHGWKHSDUW\·VRQO\
FRXQFLO/DERXUDOZD\VIDFHGDWULFN\WDFWLFDO
voting mission, as it sought to portray a Green 
YRWHDVDQH[SHQVLYHOX[XU\LQ.HPSWRZQ·VWLJKW
two-horse race. Indeed, on Albion Hill  a muesli 
PRXQWDLQ·VWUHHWVOLFHGGRZQWKHPLGGOHE\WKH
FRQVWLWXHQF\·VQRUWKHUQERXQGDU\WKHUHZDV
evidence  of  confusion among some residents 
and campaigners right up to polling-day, with 
¶9RWH*UHHQ·SRVWHUVHQGRUVLQJ&DUROLQH/XFDV
LQFXPEHQW3DYLOLRQFDQGLGDWHEHLQJSXVKHG
through letter-boxes, and decorating some win-
GRZVHYHQRQ.HPSWRZQ·VVLGHRI WKHURDG:LWK
<RX*RY·V8.3ROOLQJ5HSRUWTXRWLQJJURXQG
intelligence from UKIP signalling its growing 
SRSXODULW\DPRQJ¶GLVJUXQWOHG/DERXUYRWHUV·LQ
ZRUNLQJFODVV:KLWHKDZN/DERXU·VDSSURDFKWR
addressing any misunderstandings about electoral  
ERXQGDULHVDQGPDUJLQVEHFDPHHYHUPRUH
XQRUWKRGR[2Q$SULOVWDOZDUW/DERXUZDU-
rior Tom Watson  tweeted  a photo of  himself  
DQGKLVSDUW\·V.HPSWRZQKRSHIXO1DQF\3ODWWV
SURPRWLQJ¶*UHHQYRWLQJ/DERXU·SRVWHUVWKH\
had printed to recruit anti-Tory voters determined 
to advertise where their true loyalties lay.  More  
controversial  was  the  initiative  shown  by  one  
over-zealous  Labour volunteer, who was publicly 
disowned by Platts for posting letters through 
the doors of  Kemptown homes displaying Green 
Party posters warning them that Greens and Lib 
'HPVVSOLWWKHOHIWOHDQLQJYRWH·LQDOORZLQJ
Conservative insurgent Simon Kirby to win, and 
¶RQO\/DERXU·KDG¶DUHDOLVWLFFKDQFH·RI FODZLQJ
the seat back. Yet no  amount  of   effort  could  
prevent  Kirby  clinging  onto  Kemptown,  a  
patchwork constituency fusing the cosmopolitan 
¶SLQNSRXQG·WHUUDLQRI .HPSWRZQ9LOODJHZLWK
a strip of  true-blue coastal suburbs  albeit with 
KLVOHDGRYHU/DERXUKDOYHGWR7KDWWKLVJDS
could so easily have been compensated for by the 
H[WUDYRWHVWKH*UHHQVJDLQHGRQRUWKH
MXPSLQVKDUHWKDWGHOLYHUHG8.,3DERRVW
RI RQO\UXEEHGVDOWLQWR3ODWWV·ZRXQGV
/DERXU·VFUXPERI FRPIRUWLQWKHVPDOO
KRXUVFDPHIURP+RYHZKHUHLWGHÀHGWKH
script steadily being inked in through defeats up 
and down England to stick to the earlier draft 
prepared in the long months when polls placed it 
neck-and-neck with the Tories. The departure of  
single-term Conservative MP Mike Weatherley, 
combined with anecdotal evidence from YouGov 
WKDW/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWGHIHFWRUVZHUHUH-
turning to Labour, inched Peter Kyle to a slender 
YRWHYLFWRU\
But the biggest story, as ever, came from 
%ULJKWRQ3DYLOLRQ%ULWDLQ·VVROHH[LVWLQJ*UHHQ
ÀHIGRPDQGWKHFLW\·VVLJQDWXUHVHDWFDUYLQJD
swathe from the seafront up through  its  north-
ern  and  western  suburbs. Back  in  the  days  
when Labour still enjoyed a steady six-point lead 
in UK-wide opinion polls, this was one of  its 
WDUJHWV:LWK%ULJKWRQ·V¶VXSHU7KXUVGD\·ORRPLQJ
closer (the vote to re-elect or remove its increas-
ingly unpopular Green council set for the same 
GD\WKHWZRZD\JURXQGZDUVHHPHGWRKDYHHQ-
WHUHGDFRQIXVHGÀQDOSKDVH2QUHVLGHQWLDOVWUHHWV
FORVHWRWKHFLW\FHQWUHVRPHYRWHUV·FRQÁLFWHG
intentions were all-too evident: a common sight 
was Labour and Green posters displayed side-by-
side in the same front window. In one, a scribbled 
QRWHH[SODLQHGWKDWWKHKRXVHKROGHUVVXSSRUWHG
/XFDVEXWEDFNHGWKHUHGV¶IRUWKHFRXQFLO·/XFDV
herself   boosted mid-campaign by an open letter 
RI HQGRUVHPHQWVLJQHGE\DPRQJRWKHUV-RDQQD
Lumley and Sir David Attenborough   could  
be  found  until  Wednesday  evening  canvass-
ing  outside  schools  in  her Hanover  heartland  
ZKLFKGXO\UHWXUQHGWZRRI WKH*UHHQV·
eleven  surviving councillors$QGDKRPH-
made cardboard sign propped against a chair 
on one local street urged passers-by to re-elect 
Lucas - reminding less-informed citizens they had 
four votes, not one, on polling-day. By Friday, it 
had been replaced by a similarly makeshift affair 
thanking locals for delivering her increased ma-
MRULW\RI F·
:KDW¶PXOWLFRORXU·%ULJKWRQDQG+RYH
has told us, then, is that, politically, it is unlike 
anywhere else in the South. By Sunday, an image 
was going viral on social media depicting the city 
as a stubborn red-green stain on an otherwise 
XQEOHPLVKHGEOXHFDUSHW$VRQHPXFK¶OLNHG·
poster joked  on Facebook: You are now enter-
ing Brighton and Hove. Please have your pass-
ports ready.
Blot on the landscape: how Brighton and Hove 
kept the progressive dream alive
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Green Party leader Natalie Bennett (let) with Brighton Pavilion parliamentary candidate Caroline Lucas during the launch of the 
Green Party billboard campaign in Brighton. (Picture by: Steve Parsons / PA Wire/Press Association Images)
Campaigning 
and Civil Society5
61
Civil society is generally not party political (with 
the exception of  the trade unions and arguably 
WKHJURZLQJQDWLRQDOLVWPRYHPHQWEXWDGGUHVV-
es political issues. News coverage of  election 
campaigns, in contrast, has long, though perhaps 
increasingly, been focused more on the horse-
UDFHWKDQWKHSROLWLFDOVXEVWDQFH:KDW·VPRUH
voting is assumed to be individual, and therefore 
predominantly a pragmatically self-interested act. 
There would seem to be little room, then, for or-
ganised citizens taking action to express a public 
opinion (acknowledging multiple publics and not 
MXVWDVLPSOLVWLFDJJUHJDWLRQRUWRSODFHSUHV-
sure on parties to accommodate those concerns 
in their manifestos. Instead, election reporting 
is dominated by opinion polls and voter panels 
constituted to be representative of  a local  but 
not a policy or issue-based  constituency and are 
asked only to respond to what they are offered by 
the politicians and to judge their performances.  
However, over the course of  the previous 
parliamentary term, civil society organisations, 
associations and protest groups have been cred-
LWHGZLWKVRPHSROLF\LQÁXHQFHQRWDEO\&LWL]HQV
UK over the end to detention of  immigrant 
children and UK Uncut on the introduction of  a 
General Anti-Abuse Rule to tackle corporate tax 
avoidance. Protests during the campaign simi-
ODUO\RSSRVHGVSHFLÀFSROLFLHVRI WKHSUHYLRXV
government and demanded their reversal, such as 
ending the bedroom tax and other public sector 
cuts, more social housing, and more effective tax 
avoidance measures.  
Nonetheless, protest was given predictably 
little attention during the campaign, and rarely 
portrayed as an expression of  public opinion on 
formal politics or policy proposals. In the rare 
instances where the press made reference to the 
anti-austerity movement it was as an alternative 
form of  engagement with politics, contrasted to 
voting. For instance, UK Uncut were mentioned 
just three times during the election, despite a 
relatively popular social media campaign. In 
one, Armando Inannucci reports how he urged 
young people at a school event not to reject vot-
ing in favour of  single-issue politics, in a second 
Guardian columnist Zoe Williams is criticised 
for suggesting in her latest book that, since the 
PDLQVWUHDPSDUWLHVDUHORFNHGLQDÀJKWIRUWKH
centre ground, we should look to civil society for 
SROLWLFDOFKDQJH2ZHQ-RQHVKRZHYHUmakes 
DPRUHVSHFLÀFDUJXPHQW that both those who 
VD\WKDWSURWHVWGRHVQ·WZRUNDQGWKRVHZKR
say voting is pointless are wrong, arguing that 
activists won Labour Party commitments on tax 
avoidance, the bedroom tax, zero-hours contracts, 
and reversing privatisation in the NHS, which 
were both testament to the power of  protest and 
reason to vote Labour.   
Indeed, in as far as the anti-austerity agen-
da was prominently addressed in the media, it 
was overwhelmingly via politicians, not least in 
relation to the leader debates  but it was the 
minority parties that made these representations, 
DQG613OHDGHU1LFROD6WXUJHRQ·VLQYLWDWLRQ
challenge to Miliband that drew all the attention.  
Of  course the Green Party has emerged from civil 
society, and yet further in the margins, other civil 
VRFLHW\RUJDQLVDWLRQVÀHOGHGFDQGLGDWHVLQFOXGLQJ
the Trade Unionist and Socialist Coalition and 
even anarchist Class War, though only The Daily 
Politics interviewed them.  
Where protest did make headlines, it was as 
SDUWRI WKH¶613WKUHDW·QHZVIUDPHusing the 
aggressive heckling of  Scottish Labour leader 
-LP0XUSK\E\QDWLRQDOLVWFDPSDLJQHUVWRVPHDU
the party by association. However, it is in the 
wake of  the result that the conservative press 
has returned to traditional delegitimisation of  
protest. Despite giving UK Uncut some credit for 
raising the issue of  tax avoidance, and displaying 
begrudging tolerance of  Occupy LSX, the Daily 
Mail now warns of  left wing fanatics, rabble 
rousers and extremists, the latter apparently 
UHIHUULQJWRDOOSHRSOHZKRKDYHMRLQHGWKH
)DFHERRNHYHQWSDJHIRU7KH3HRSOH·V$VVHPEO\
anti-austerity protest.  
The more formal and sober Citizens UK, 
however, did receive some favourable attention 
QHZVSDSHUDUWLFOHVWKRXJKPRVWO\LQThe 
Guardian, Observer, Independent and Mirror.  Since 
&DPHURQ·VUHIXVDOWRWDNHSDUWLQDQHOHFWLRQ
debate with Ed Miliband was a big story before 
the formal campaign had even started, his refusal 
to take part in a Citizens UK hustings event at-
WHQGHGE\ERWKE\ERWK&OHJJDQG0LOLEDQGÀWWHG
WKHQHZVDJHQGDPXFKDVLQZKHQWKHVDPH
event attracted attention for hosting Gordon 
%URZQ·VÀUVWDQGRQO\ZHOOUHFHLYHGVSHHFKRI WKH
campaign. However, the discussion format was 
UDWKHUGLIIHUHQWIURPWKH79GHEDWHVZLWKSROLWL-
cians asked to respond to the policy agenda set by 
&LWL]HQV8.·VPHPEHURUJDQLVDWLRQVPRVWO\IDLWK
groups, trade unions, schools and university de-
SDUWPHQWVIROORZHGXSE\ZRUNLQJSDUWLHVWDVNHG
with developing policy proposals, whilst others 
provide testimony of  the issues at hand. This sub-
tle challenge to the way election politics is done 
was given more recognition this time round, and 
PD\EHRQHWRZDWFKLQ
Election news coverage and civil society
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A storm of groans and shouts:  
the media and hustings 
,Q&KDUOHV'LFNHQV·7KH3LFNZLFN3DSHUV
a hustings in Eatanswill between the indefat-
igably opposed Buffs and Blues is conducted 
among a troubled sea of  heads [...] from 
whence arose a storm of  groans, and shouts, and 
yells, and hootings that would have done honour 
WRDQHDUWKTXDNHµ
Having contested two Parliamentary elections 
I have taken part in many hustings. None have 
been so riotous that an uproar reduced him to 
the necessity of  expressing his feelings by serious 
pantomime as one candidate is forced to do in 
the book.
,QKLVKLVWRU\RI KXVWLQJV-RQ/DZUHQFH
says that despite efforts to tame poli-
WLFVWKHHOHFWLRQPHHWLQJÁRXULVKHGZLWKOLYHO\
encounters, particularly during the Edwardian pe-
riod. After the First World War, while technology 
allowed candidates to be better heard, meetings 
also became more ordered.
The hustings I have participated in have all 
been organised and taken place in churches; so 
are naturally sober. The opinions expressed may 
be vehement and booing and heckling does hap-
pen, but there is no loss of  control.
The ritual at these events is the same. The 
candidates shake hands and exchange pained 
jokes. They are given the rules by the chair and 
DVNHGWRDELGHE\KLVLWLVDOZD\VDKHFRPPDQG
$VHOHFWLRQRI TXHVWLRQVVXEPLWWHGLQDGYDQFH
are read out and each candidate given a couple 
of  minutes to answer. From the sitting MP to 
the pub landlord who stood as an afterthought, 
HYHU\RQHLVWUHDWHGHTXDOO\7KHDXGLHQFHLV
packed with supporters but also with genuinely 
interested residents.
7KLVLV+DEHUPDV·SXEOLFVSKHUHLQRSHUDWLRQ
The rules in these hustings are simple because 
underlying them is a complex set of  unspoken 
social norms and moral guides.
&RQVLGHULQVWHDGWKHOHDGHUGHEDWHV
ZKLFKZHUHRUGHUHGE\DSRLQWGRFXPHQW
that addressed everything from audience selec-
tion to cutaways.
Similarly, if  less comprehensive, the last of  
my hustings had been organised by Malmesbury 
Abbey and was then chosen to be recorded by 
the local BBC radio. The BBC arranged for for-
PHU&KDQQHOSROLWLFDOHGLWRU(OLQRU*RRGPDQ
to chair. 
Candidates were emailed, without debate, bul-
OHWSRLQWVRQSURFHGXUH$PRQJLWVUHTXLUHPHQWV
was: If  you wish to interject, ensure you make 
this clear to our presenter  talking over each oth-
er will not work on radio. We were also told that 
we may be cut short if  we spoke more than others 
and therefore breached BBC guidelines.
Meanwhile people could not just turn up but 
had to apply for tickets in advance and state their 
political allegiances.
7KHTXHVWLRQVWKHPVHOYHVZHUHLQWHUVSHUVHG
ZLWKD´TXLFNÀUHVHFWLRQµ$ZRPDQZKRZDV
MXVWDERXWWRWXUQKDGWKHEXUGHQRI UHS-
UHVHQWLQJWKHÀUVWWLPHYRWHU6KHSLFNHGRXW
TXHVWLRQVIURPDKDWZKLFKZHKDGWRDQVZHULQ
one sentence.
2QHTXHVWLRQZDV´'RHVVRFLDOPHGLDKHOS
freedom of  speech? and Goodman asked me 
why I looked as if  I was sucking on a lemon. 
,SRLQWHGRXWWKDWDVDMRXUQDOLVPOHFWXUHUZH·G
spend more than a sentence considering such a 
TXHVWLRQ²EXW,VWLOOHGERZHGWRWKHGHPDQGV
of  the event.This appears to be the very notion 
of  the colonisation of  the political sphere by the 
media sphere. 
The hustings, an arena where politicians are 
QHLWKHUÀOWHUHGRUVFUHHQHGKDVEHHQUHGXFHGWRD
SVHXGRHYHQW,WPDVTXHUDGHGDVDSXEOLFPHHWLQJ
When I asked if  I could respond standing up as I 
normally do, the BBC production team were hor-
ULÀHG7KHPLFURSKRQHVZRXOGQRWSLFNPHXS,
was told. This in a building designed a thousand 
years ago for public addresses.
And most irritatingly; it was the most 
informative hustings I attended. Primarily this 
was because Goodman chaired it very well. She 
SUREHGFDQGLGDWHVZKRPDGHVXSHUÀFLDOFRP-
ments. Rather than let each person respond with 
a shopping list of  promises she elicited a range of  
answers to draw out political and ethical ideas. 
-XVWDVPHGLDORJLFGLFWDWHVOHDGHUGHEDWHVDUH
now part of  the general election ritual, hustings 
may be going the same way.
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:KHQ'DYLG&DPHURQWRRNRIÀFHLQ
the  new  government  introduced a  change  
of  direction by proclaiming a new relationship 
between the state and voluntary organisations and 
charities  which  was  promoted  as  the  Big  So-
FLHW\·:KLOHWKHLQLWLDWLYHKDGEHHQGHVFULEHG
as being visionary by some, other critics claimed 
that the idea was not new at all. Five years later, a 
report published by the think tank Civil Exchange 
DFNQRZOHGJHGWKDWWKH¶%LJ6RFLHW\·SURMHFWKDG
failed to deliver most of  its promises. A survey 
FDUULHGRXWLQ-XQHIRXQGWKDWRYHUDOO
FKDULWLHVDSSHDUHGWREH¶GLVLOOXVLRQHG·ZLWKZKDW
SROLWLFLDQVDQGWKH¶%LJ6RFLHW\·KDGEURXJKW
them. Another studyFODLPHGWKDWIRXULQÀYH
voluntary sector workers are of  the opinion that 
charities have not been given enough attention in 
WKHUXQXSRI WKLV\HDU·VHOHFWLRQ
The bottom line here is that this election is 
exceptionally important for charities who want 
to speak out on behalf  of  the people they work 
for and demand policy changes for the future. 
Campaigning and advocating are important ways 
IRUQRQSURÀWVWRUDLVHDZDUHQHVVRI WKHLVVXHV
that are essential to them. However, major barri-
HUVKDGEHHQSXWLQWRSODFHLQ-DQXDU\WKDW
VLJQLÀFDQWO\DIIHFWQRQSURÀWV·DELOLW\WRFDUU\RXW
both activities. 
The Transparency of  Lobbying, Non-party 
Campaigning and Trade Union Administration 
$FW·EHWWHUNQRZQDVWKH¶Lobbying AcW·
was imposed to restrict campaigning of  chari-
tableorganisations on regulated activities, such 
as political campaigning for policy change, in a 
constituency during a regulated period. The act 
KDVE\VRPHEHHQQDPHGWKH¶*DJJLQJ/DZ·,W
sparked outrage amongst charities which felt that 
this could have a chilling effect·RQWKHLUFDP-
paigning activities. Charities also feared it could 
make it impossible for them to build coalitions to 
tackle larger issues such as climate change because 
the act remains somewhat imprecise as to what 
falls within its legislation, making an unintended 
infringement of  the law more likely. 
What did charities do during the general 
election? Using social media such as Twitter was 
YLWDOIRUFKDULWLHVLQWKLV\HDU·VHOHFWLRQ0DN-
ing social media an integral part of  campaigns 
allowed them to directly engage with the public 
and parliamentary candidates and make their issue 
the subject of  discussion and debate. Charities 
were able to raise awareness and strengthen  their  
visibility  by  using  clever  ideas. By  jumping  
RQWRWKH*(KDVKWDJEDQGZDJRQDQG
sharing pictures and videos, charities created a 
buzz around their causes which made some of  
those campaigns tremendously effective and suc-
cessful. And there are some exceptional examples 
of  how to do this best. For example, the ¶
VWRULHVLQGD\V·FDPSDLJQ by  Scope  UK  
XVHGGD\VVWRULHVLQFRPELQDWLRQZLWK
*(WRJLYHDYRLFHWRGLVDEOHGSHRSOH%\
letting them tell their own stories, the campaign 
encouraged people without disabilities to better 
understand them. Another example is the Hear 
P\YRLFH·FDPSDLJQ of  Mencap UK, which had 
already been running for a few months with the 
purpose  of   drawing  attention  to  people  with  
learning  disabilities.  The  campaign,  which 
VSUHDGYLDKHDUP\YRLFHDOORZHGSHRSOHWRFRQ-
tribute their own stories but also gave them the  
opportunity  to  email  their  MPs.  As  a  result,  
a remarkable  number  of   parliamentary candi-
dates  have  signed  up  to  the  campaign  thus  
IDU7KLV\HDU·VEHVWSUDFWLFHVIRUFDPSDLJQLQJ
have also seen DVTXLUUHOFDOOHG%RE standing for 
election as part of  an attempt to advocate the 
SURWHFWLRQRI ZLOGOLIH7RGDWHSROLWLFLDQV
KDYHVLJQHG%RE·VSHWLWLRQDQGVXSSRUW-
ers have voted for him - a stunning victory for a 
VPDOOVTXLUUHO
What  are  the  effects  of   these  social  
media  campaigns?  Of   course,  they  only  work  
if  politicians stick to their pledges. Therefore the 
election could only be the beginning for social 
change, and charities and the public will have to 
KROGSROLWLFLDQVDFFRXQWDEOHLI WKH\GRQ·WNHHS
their promises. Given the vague interpretation 
of  the act, this will not be a simple task. Early 
DQDO\VLVRI WKHFRQVHTXHQFHVRI WKH/REE\LQJ$FW
revealed that some charities have toned  down  
their  campaigns  thus  curtailing  the  debate  on  
marginalised  issues.  Others, however, did not 
roll back from their proactive approach. What 
is certain is that the new legislation has fuelled 
uncertainty over the extent to which certain activ-
ities are allowed and has also increased bureaucra-
cy for charities. With a new Conservative gov-
HUQPHQWUXOLQJ%ULWDLQIRUWKHQH[WÀYH\HDUVLW
is unlikely that the Lobbying Act will be revoked 
soon, which leaves  charities  unsure  about  the  
possibilities  for  their  campaigning  strategies  
in  the aftermath of  the election. Nevertheless, 
social media sites such as Twitter allow charities 
to speak up in favour of  those not able to do 
so - both during and outside of  election periods. 
Therefore,  charities  should  be  able to  advocate 
IRUWKHLUFDXVHVDQGWKXVPDNHWKH¶%LJ6RFLHW\·
PRUHUHVSRQVLYHSUROLÀFDQGHQJDJLQJ
;^ LL[PUNMVYZVJPHSJOHUNL![OLKPSLTTHVMUVUWYVÄ[Z
campaigning during the 2015 General Election
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Unlike the US  where Nate Silver became a post-
er boy of  data journalism during the last election - 
the genre has had minimal impact on UK election 
coverage. Instead, it could be argued that the 
biggest impact has come from outside journalism: 
WKH¶FLYLFWHFK·PRYHPHQWRI 0\6RFLHW\7ZHHW-
minster and Democracy Club.
Although MySociety tools were used by 
&KDQQHODVHDUO\DVWKHHOHFWLRQLQ
GR]HQVRI 9RWLQJ$GYLFH$SSOLFDWLRQV9$$V
KDYHKDGDVLJQLÀFDQWSUHVHQFHLQVLGHDQGRXWVLGH
of  news coverage across the board. Matthew 
6PLWKFUHDWRURI WKH9$$Fantasy Frontbench, 
believes WKHHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQ has been the 
ÀUVWZKHUH9RWLQJ$GYLFH$SSOLFDWLRQV9$$V
have reached a level of  maturity where their use 
FDQQRORQJHUEHVDLGWREHLQVLJQLÀFDQWµ
Many of  the tools built by users of  Democ-
racy Club  a mailing list for civic coders - have 
built the foundations that journalists and pub-
lishers then used in their coverage, including for-
PDOSDUWQHUVKLSVEHWZHHQ9RWH0DWFKDQG9HUWR
with the Telegraph, +XIÀQJWRQ3RVW and Independent.
7ULQLW\0LUURU·V¶)LQG0\6HDW·ZLGJHWIRU
example, allowed readers of  their regional titles to 
ÀQGRXWWKHLUORFDOFDQGLGDWHVDQGVZLQJQHHGHGWR
change MP - but also facts on the local economy, 
cost of  living, immigration, health and pensions.
Data journalism has also proved an irresisti-
ble method for explaining the complexities of  co-
alition-building to audiences: the BBC, Guardian, 
FT and Sky all created interactives or calculators 
for users to build their own majority·
Social media itself  has been a key source 
of  data in a number of  news organisations: The 
Mirror·V7ZHHWRPHWHUVKRZHGWKHWRSSHUIRUPLQJ
WZHHWVIURPSROLWLFLDQV·DFFRXQWV6N\·V¶6RFLDO
(OHFWLRQ·WUDFNHUPRQLWRUHGDUDQJHRI PHWULFV
and the  Twitter Worm·ZDVXVHGE\the Sun, 
LBC, ,79, BBC and others. All of  these raise 
concerns about how representative Twitter users 
are of  the wider population, how accurate senti-
ment analysis is, and how well news organisations 
are communicating these issues to users. 
,QWKHRQO\EUDQGHGIDFWFKHFNLQJRS-
HUDWLRQZDV&KDQQHO·VFactCheckEXWLQLW
was joined by the Guardians Reality Check and the 
%%&·Videntically-named project. Notably this was 
LQWHJUDWHGLQWRWKHFRUSRUDWLRQ·Vlive online cov-
erageRI WKHOHDGHUV·GHEDWHVDQGQuestion Time. 
(OVHZKHUHWKH0HGLD6WDQGDUGV7UXVW·VElection 
Unspun, and FullFact played key roles.
7ULQLW\0LUURU·VHVWDEOLVKLQJRI Dcentral data 
unitLQKDVEHHQSLYRWDOSURYLGLQJWKHUH-
sources to create innovative data driven coverage 
at a local level such as the My Manifesto project 
and data-driven reporting on key claims, gender 
representation, campaign spending. The Guardi-
ans hiring of  Alberto Nardelli from Tweetmin-
sterWRUXQLWVGDWDWHDPZDVDVLJQLÀFDQWPRYH
and has contributed to particularly sophisticated 
ERWKHGLWRULDOO\DQGWHFKQLFDOO\HOHFWLRQFRYHUDJH
from the newspaper. And in the broadcasting 
sector a combined data and visual unit has helped 
to position BBC as a leader when it comes to 
interactive election coverage.
(OVHZKHUHWKHLQÁXHQFHRI 1DWH6LOYHURQ
SROLWLFDODQGÀQDQFLDOSXEOLVKHUVVXFKDVWKH1HZ
Statesman, Economist and FT has been striking, 
with many shifting to a more informed analysis 
rooted in data, alongside tools that are useful to 
its audiences.
So was this the data journalism election? No. 
Instead the emphasis has been largely on social 
and mobile. In that sense, it has been the so-
FLDOPHGLDHOHFWLRQ·3HUKDSVQH[WWLPHZLWKWKH
FRGHUVÀUPO\LQSODFHZHZLOOWUXO\VHHWKHÀUVW
data-driven election.
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Life as a Member of  Parliament can be a 
dangerous business. Not only do our elect-
ed representatives have to deal with their 
demanding constituents, while avoiding the 
wrath of  their party whip, but they also have 
to repel thousands-upon-thousands of  zom-
bies. These are not the undead looking to feast 
on the flesh of  parliamentarians, but members 
of  the political activist movement, 'HJUHHV, 
who Simon Burns MP accused of  frightening 
people and getting them, almost zombie-like, to 
send in emails. 
7KLVFULWLTXHPDGHLQUHVSRQVHWRWKHLU
campaign to halt the reorganisation of  the 
1DWLRQDO+HDOWK6HUYLFH1+6LQKDV
VWXFNWR'HJUHHV:LGHO\NQRZQIRUWKHLU
use of  mass email and online petitions, the 
movement is often dismissed by journalists 
DQGSROLWLFLDQVDVEHLQJ¶RQOLQHRQO\·2VFDU
Rickett has argued that these seemingly easy 
and low-cost forms of  engagement are largely 
ineffective. They create an illusion that one is 
having a meaningful political impact without 
bringing substantive policy change. However, 
as their activism during the general election 
campaign shows, this is a misinterpretation. 
,Q-DQXDU\WKHVWDII DW'HJUHHV
launched an online poll, asking for the input 
of  their members into the formation of  their 
FDPSDLJQVWUDWHJ\2YHUPHPEHUV
took part. The results underlined the NHS as 
the most important issue for their member-
ship in the upcoming election. Rank and file 
members were also involved in tactical deci-
sion-making, highlighting that efforts should 
be concentrated on raising voter awareness on 
these important issues. 
What became known as the Save Our 
1+6·FDPSDLJQWRRNDQXPEHURI IRUPV
As is typical for the movement, the internet 
played an integral role in its strategy. For 
example, two videos were shared on social 
media, one which featured the actor Michael 
Sheen, and the other amplifying 'HJUHHV
PHPEHUV· own experiences of  the NHS. With 
RYHUYLHZVWKHVHYLUDOYLGHRVZHUHDQ
effective way of  both encouraging people to 
register to vote whilst also sharing the prior-
LWLHVRI 'HJUHHV$QHSHWLWLRQZDVDOVR
FUHDWHGIRUHDFKRI WKHFRQVWLWXHQFLHV
These localised e-petitions marked a key turn-
ing point in switching the spatial focus from 
the national to the local-level.
Through the use of  an online election 
hub, members were given the tools to organ-
ise meet-ups and plan campaign activities 
within their constituencies. While the central 
team provided videos and materials to as-
sist in the formation and running of  these 
groups, they were otherwise independently 
managed and autonomously run. On April 
th a national day of  action was held. While 
WKHPDMRULW\RI 'HJUHHVDFWLYLVWVGLGWDNH
part from the comfort of  their computer 
VFUHHQVRYHUPHPEHUVWRRNWRKLJK
streets the length-and-breadth of  Britain to 
DGYRFDWHWKHLUFDXVH7KHVWDII RI 'HJUHHV
intentionally design their campaigns in this 
staggered manner to enable members to select 
their level of  involvement based on their own 
personal context.
The organization also used phone-banks 
to talk to voters in marginal constituencies. 
9ROXQWHHUVZHUHUHFUXLWHGRQOLQHDQGRIIOLQH
with emphasis placed on involving those with 
links to the health services. Members were 
not canvassing for candidates, given that the 
movement is nonpartisan, but instead were 
informing voters about what different parties 
stood for on key issues related to the NHS.
Therefore, it is important to recognise 
WKDW'HJUHHVLVQRWDQonline-only cam-
paigning organisation. Given their success in 
mobilising citizens online, they are labelled as 
such. But this reductionist approach masks the 
real-space actions that the movement organ-
LVH7KH¶6DYH2XU1+6·FDPSDLJQLOOXVWUDWHV
how digital communication supports a diverse 
repertoire of  political actions. With a network 
RI RYHUPLOOLRQGLVDIIHFWHG¶]RPELHV·
H[SHFW'HJUHHVWRSOD\DSURPLQHQWUROHLQ
opposition to the Conservative government 
and in politics more generally over the next 
five years.
Zombies on the high street:  
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The IndependentKHUDOGHGth0D\DV¶the 
SHRSOH·VHOHFWLRQ·²WKHHOHFWLRQZKLFKZRXOG
exploit media platforms to return democracy to 
the people. It is not clear this was achieved. On 
7th0D\WKHVDPHSDSHUOHVVDPELWLRXVO\
ZHQWVLPSO\ZLWK¶2YHUWR\RX·
+DQVDUG·VAudit of  Political Engage-
mentQRWHGWKDWRQO\VHYHQSHUFHQWRI %ULWDLQ·V
electorate felt social media offered an effec-
WLYHPHDQVRI KROGLQJSROLWLFLDQVWRDFFRXQW·
1HYHUWKHOHVVNH\LQWHUHVWVLQWKHFDPSDLJQ
argued that social media would revitalize popular 
GHPRFUDF\2Qnd1RYHPEHU/DERXU
strategist Douglas Alexander had told The 
Guardian that social media would represent a 
¶SULFHOHVV·WRROLQWKHFDPSDLJQVHYHQWHHQGD\V
later BBC News had suggested that social media 
PLJKWPDNHWKH¶ÀUVWUHDOO\GLJLWDOJHQHUDO
HOHFWLRQLQWKH8.·²DPHVVDJHWKHFRUSRUDWLRQ
HFKRHGRQth)HEUXDU\ZKHQWKH\DVNHG
if  Britain was about to witness its ÀUVWVRFLDO
media election·7KLVZRXOGDVThe Guardian had 
said four days earlierEH¶WKHÀUVWHOHFWLRQZKHQ
social has reached higher user penetration within 
WKH8.WKDQWUDGLWLRQDOPHGLD·
7KHIROORZLQJPRQWK7ZLWWHU·V+HDGRI 
News, Government and Elections announced 
WKLVZRXOGEHWKH8.·VÀUVW¶Twitter election·
²SUHGLFWLQJWKUHHTXDUWHUVRI \RXQJWZHHWHUV
would vote. As The Guardian reported7ZLWWHU·V
GDWDVXJJHVWHGWKDW¶RQHLQWKUHHWR\HDU
old users changed their vote from one party to 
DQRWKHUEDVHGRQZKDWWKH\·GVHHQRQWKHVLWH·
It was unclear, however, whether these shifts in 
political allegiance would persist as far as the bal-
lot box. The previous October Darren Lilleker 
had reminded The Independent that (if  the election 
ZHUHDVWKHSDSHUKDGVXJJHVWHG¶WKHÀUVWWREH
GRPLQDWHGE\VRFLDOPHGLD·ZHPLJKWQRWHWKH
SDXFLW\RI ¶VHULRXVSROLWLFDOFRPPHQW·LQ7ZLWWHU
responses to political events. 
,Q)HEUXDU\6DDWFKL	6DDWFKL·VFKLHI 
VWUDWHJ\RIÀFHUVXSSRVHGWKHSROLWLFDOLPSDFWRI 
social media was massively overrated·DQGWKH
IROORZLQJPRQWK<RX*RY·VIRXQGHUdeclared 
social media strategies remained woefully 
monological: parties are using social media to 
GHOLYHUOHDÁHWV·
So why the hype? Why, as reported in 
February, were the Conservatives spending 
DPRQWKRQ)DFHERRN  especially 
when, as the Chairman of  Public Affairs at 
Weber Shandwick told Total Politics, it looks a 
bit like the johnny-no-mates big political parties 
ORRNLQJWREX\IULHQGV·"
Had this emphasis on social media come 
from those in the media, politics and political 
PDUNHWLQJZKRVWRRGPRVWWREHQHÀWE\WKHQR-
tion that elections would be won on Twitter? In 
considering the impact of  social media upon the 
HOHFWLRQDQGLQWKHDEVHQFHRI TXDQWLWDWLYHGDWD
DV\HWXQFROODWHGXQSXEOLVKHGDQGXQGLVSXWHGLW
seems worth pausing to note some of  the head-
lining social media stories of  the campaign.
$SULOVDZ8.,3·VSteve Latham de-
scribe,VODPDVDQ¶HYLOFXOW·RQ)DFHERRN²EXW
that seemed par for the course for a party whose 
glitterati had over the previous year tweeted that 
:HVWPLQVWHU&DWKHGUDOZDVDPRVTXHWKDW,VODP
bore comparison with the Third Reich, that 
Muslims were GHYLO·VNLGV·DQGWKDWLPPLJUDQWV
in general were scum·7KHGD\EHIRUHWKHSROO
however, it became clear that UKIP candidates 
did not need social media to disseminate views 
as damaging as racially motivated death threats 
against a potential future Prime Minister.
The %%&GHEDWHKDVKWDJ was used more 
WKDQWLPHVRQWKHQLJKWRI WKHRSSRVL-
WLRQGHEDWH²PDNLQJLWEULHÁ\7ZLWWHU·VWUHQGLHVW
topic. By then, WKH613·VKDVKWDJV had proven 
WKHPRVWSRSXODULQ7ZLWWHU·VHOHFWLRQVVWUHDPV
a popularity barely dented when David Cameron 
tweeted footage of  Alex Salmond boasting he 
ZRXOGZULWH/DERXU·VEXGJHW.
A senior Scots Labourite caused embar-
rassment when he tweeted that Labour voters 
should vote tactically for other parties. Nick 
*ULIÀQEROVWHUHG613VXSSRUWZKHQKHWZHHWHG
a photo suggesting they favoured black Scots-
men wearing kilts(G0LOLEDQG·VSRSXODULW\ZDV
boosted when Sun columnist Katie Hopkins 
tweeted she would emigrate if  he were elected, 
and when, amidst other hashtag confusions, 
teenaged girls took PLOLIDQGRP viral. By the 
end of  April David Cameron had achieved 
the honour of  beating social media celebrity 
&DPHURQ'DOODVWREHLQJ7ZLWWHU·Vmost men-
tioned Cameron, allegations had arisen as to a 
VHQLRU7RU\·VWikipedian shenanigans, and Nick 
&OHJJ·VZLIHKDGUHYHDOHGKHUIDPLO\·Vsecret 
cookery blog on Mumsnet.
With 'RJV$W3ROOLQJ6WDWLRQV trending 
DERYH'HPRFUDF\ZKDWGLIIHUHQFHGLGDOO
this trivia make? Four days before the election 
WKH%%&·VBrian Wheeler suggested that the 
FHDVHOHVVWRUUHQWRI XSGDWHVRQVRFLDOPHGLD·KDG
PDGH¶LWPRUHGLIÀFXOWWRIRFXVRQWKHELJJHU
SLFWXUH·+DGVRFLDOPHGLDIRVWHUHGLQWHUDFWLYH
nation-building consensus or merely trivialized, 
personalized, fragmented and negativized the 
GHOLEHUDWLRQVRI SXEOLFVSKHUH"$VWKH%%&·V
Nick Robinson blogged the day before the poll, 
¶LWZDVQ·WPHDQWWREHOLNHWKLV«·
The politics of social media
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There were some notable social media events in 
WKHHOHFWLRQRI 3DUW\HOHFWLRQEURDGFDVWV
VXFKDVWKH*UHHQ·V¶Changing the Tune·RU
WKH/DERXU3DUW\·V¶:KDW·VWKH&KRLFHLQWKLV
Election?·JDLQHGVLJQLÀFDQWVHFRQGDXGLHQFHV
online. There was also the rise of  Milifandom·
which  depending on your perspective  was 
slightly peculiar cult of  personality around Ed 
0LOLEDQGRUDVHULRXVFULWLTXHRI WKHELDVRI WKH
WUDGLWLRQDOSULQWPHGLD·VFRYHUDJHRI WKH/DERXU
leader.  Additionally, Labour was able to use the 
web to raise relatively large sums of  donations 
from supporters. 
These examples and others that could be 
cited point to a couple of  important issues about 
WKHUROHRI VRFLDOPHGLDLQWKHHOHFWLRQ
First, as Andrew Chadwick has argued on his 
work on media hybridity, the idea that this was 
to be a social media election to the exclusion of  
other forms of  media is misplaced. Rather, old 
and new media co-exist, feeding off  each other. 
Older formats, such as Party Election Broad-
FDVWVÀQGDVHFRQGOLIHRQOLQHZKLOHRQOLQHSKH-
nomenon such as Milifandom are turbocharged 
by television and newspaper coverage.
A second point is perhaps the most obvious 
one, given the ultimate outcome of  the elec-
tion: throughout the campaign, Labour seemed 
WRKDYHDVLJQLÀFDQWGRPLQDQFHLQWKHRQOLQH
space, at least in terms of  the very crass metrics 
HPSOR\HGE\VRPHPDUNHWLQJÀUPV2Q$SULO
th for example, Media Week said The La-
bour Party is winning the social media election 
battle with its policymakers broadcasting nearly 
double the number of  posts as Conservatives. 
However, such efforts did not, as it turned out, 
transform into any kind of  electoral success 
(although it should be noted that the story was 
UDWKHUGLIIHUHQWLQ6FRWODQGZKHUHWKH613·V
landslide was underpinned by a vibrant online 
effort. Even here though, it is not clear to what 
H[WHQWWKLVFKDQJHGWKHFRXUVHRI WKHHOHFWLRQ
The Media WeekTXRWHSRLQWVWRDVLJQLÀFDQW
problem with election-related social media met-
rics  companies, organisations and researchers 
producing this work invariably have skin in the 
JDPHµDQGDUHRIWHQVHHNLQJWRUDLVHWKHSURÀOH
of  products they want to sell to the private 
sector or government. Thus they have a vested 
interest in talking up the social media election 
narrative. Furthermore, since the analysis is 
IUHTXHQWO\GRQHXVLQJSURSULHWDU\GDWDVHWVDQG
tools, the methodology employed is rarely trans-
parent and subject to external examination. 
There is also a broader epistemological 
SUREOHPZLWKVRFLDOPHGLDPRQLWRULQJ9HU\OLWWOH
consideration has actually been given to what is 
EHLQJPHDVXUHGDQGKRZLWÀWVLQWRWKHRULHVRI 
SXEOLFRSLQLRQ,WPD\EHDV%HQ2·/RXJKOLQ
and I have argued in a recent article, that analy-
sis of  social media environments such as Twitter 
should not be treated like polling data that can 
be divided into percentages indicating support. 
Rather, there needs to be much more thought 
as to what the unit of  the analysis is (whether 
it is individual comments, individual users or 
FRQYHUVDWLRQV"+LVWRULFSDUDOOHOVSURYLGHXVHIXO
ways of  thinking about social media data, which 
might be less like opinion polls and more akin 
to older manifestations of  public opinion, such 
as town hall meetings or the mass observation 
survey. An important next step to thinking in 
this way is to consider what the results of  social 
media monitoring means for an election. It may 
QRW²DVDSSHDUVWREHWKHFDVHLQ²EHD
good way of  predicting the result. But it might 
RIIHUXVRWKHUHTXDOO\YDOXDEOHW\SHVRI LQVLJKWV
However, we should not dismiss the role 
of  social media in the election. Like an iceberg, 
we would be misled if  we only assessed what is 
visible. In contrast to our knowledge about very 
public online activism (especially that organised 
E\/DERXUZHNQRZIDUOHVVDERXWso-called 
micro-targeting. Micro-targeting involves iden-
WLI\LQJYHU\VSHFLÀFVHFWLRQVRI WKHHOHFWRUDWH
UHTXLUHGIRURYHUDOOVXFFHVVDQGWKHQFRPPX-
nicating with them in a highly personalised way. 
Conservative victories in the South West, for ex-
ample, where what was once a Liberal Democrat 
stronghold was completely overrun, suggests a 
highly effective targeting of  resources. 
In order to practice micro-targeting effec-
tively, political parties need to combine huge 
amounts of  data. As well as their legacy canvass-
ing databases, they will also, if  they can afford 
it, purchase corporate databases such as Mosaic. 
Additionally  also at a cost  they now have a 
powerful new source of  information: data har-
vested from social media sites. Combining these 
datasets creates a potent tool for segmenting and 
targeting the electorate. There will need to be a 
ORWPRUHUHVHDUFKWRÀQGRXWH[DFWO\ZKDWUROH
such analytics played in the outcome of  the elec-
tion. But it is possible, in this way at least, that it 
really was a social media election. 
Was this the social media election? We dont 
know yet
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Citizen engagement in the dual-screened  
election campaign
&LWL]HQV·HQJDJHPHQWZLWKSROLWLFVLVHYROYLQJ
due to the growing popularity of  dual screening: 
the bundle of  practices associated with using an 
internet-connected device, such as a laptop, tablet, 
or smartphone, to access social media, particularly 
the popular microblogging platform Twitter, to 
ÀQGRXWDERXWDQGGLVFXVVOLYHEURDGFDVWV2YHU
WKHODVWÀYH\HDUVGXDOVFUHHQLQJKDVEHFRPH
widespread across a range of  television genres 
EXWLWLVPRVWVLJQLÀFDQWGXULQJZKDW'DQLHO
'D\DQDQG(OLKX.DW]RQFHWHUPHG´PH-
dia events: live broadcasts of  culturally-resonant, 
ULWXDOLVWLFGHÀQLQJPRPHQWVLQWKHHYROXWLRQRI 
a national or transnational community. Today, the 
analysis of  how audiences experience political 
media events such as televised candidate debates 
DQGKLJKSURÀOHLQWHUYLHZVPXVWLQFRUSRUDWH
discrete media but also their hybrid articulations 
and recombinations. 
Dual screening is an unusual and still 
emergent set of  social practices in which pub-
lics combine consumption and commentary, so 
H[SODLQLQJLWVVLJQLÀFDQFHIRUSROLWLFDOEHKDYLRU
UHTXLUHVPHWKRGRORJLFDOLQQRYDWLRQ'XULQJWKH
(XURSHDQ3DUOLDPHQWFDPSDLJQDQGWKH
8.JHQHUDOHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQZHFRQGXFWHG
ÀHOGZRUNIRFXVLQJRQWHOHYLVLRQDVWKH´SULPD-
ry screen and social media, particularly Twitter 
and Facebook, as the second screens in a dual 
VFUHHQLQJFRQWH[W)RUWKHJHQHUDOHOHFWLRQ
ZHGHYHORSHGDXQLTXHUHVHDUFKGHVLJQRUJDQL]HG
DURXQGWKHPRVWVLJQLÀFDQWRI WKHSDUW\OHDGHUV·
GHEDWHV³,79·VXQSUHFHGHQWHGOLYHWZRKRXU
VKRZRQ$SULOLQYROYLQJDOOVHYHQSDUW\OHDGHUV
Our approach combined the extraction of  a 
large dataset of  tweets (N FRQWDLQLQJ
hashtags related to the televised debate with the 
LGHQWLÀFDWLRQRI DVDPSOHRI 7ZLWWHUXVHUVZKRP
we recruited to a custom-built, two-wave panel 
survey (N IRUWKHÀUVWZDYHZLWKWKH
VHFRQGZDYHVWLOOLQWKHÀHOGDWWKHWLPHRI WKLV
ZULWLQJ8VLQJDUDQJHRI TXDQWLWDWLYHDQGTXDO-
LWDWLYHWHFKQLTXHVZHZLOOH[SODLQKRZZK\DQG
to what extent the affordances of  dual screening, 
particularly the interactions between broadcast 
PHGLDDQG7ZLWWHUPLJKWUHFRQÀJXUHKRZFLWL]HQV
engage with politics.
Our overall aim in this study is to locate 
GXDOVFUHHQLQJ·VSRVLWLRQLQWKHFRPSOH[DUUD\RI 
HQDEOHUVDQGFRQVWUDLQWVRQLQGLYLGXDOV·SROLWLFDO
engagement in a system where interdependencies 
between older and newer media logics now deci-
VLYHO\VKDSHSROLWLFDORXWFRPHV&KDGZLFN
Dual screening is an important part of  what we 
term hybrid media eventsclassic broadcast me-
GLDHYHQWVZKRVHVLJQLÀFDQFHIRUPHGLDSURIHV-
VLRQDOVSROLWLFLDQVDQGFLWL]HQVLVEHLQJUHFRQÀJ-
ured by the growth of  social media. We conceive 
of  dual screening in a relatively expansive sense: 
it is a bundle of  practices that all involve integrat-
ing and switching across and between broadcast 
media and social media. For example, individuals 
may use social media platforms to read about a 
broadcast as it unfolds. They may go one step 
further and comment on social media about a 
broadcast. They may also be exposed to infor-
mation about broadcast events on social media in 
advance of  the broadcast and then switch across 
to the broadcast when it occurs, even in the mid-
dle of  a show. It is possible that many individuals, 
especially those who are relatively uninterested 
in politics and who would choose not to watch a 
broadcast of  a political debate, might encounter 
information about the debate serendipitously 
while using social media for other purposes, such 
as entertainment or catching up with friends. 
No existing academic or commercial survey data 
captures this bundle of  dual screening practices as 
they relate to political engagement, which is why 
we designed our own.
As we conduct our analysis and publish our 
results in the coming months, the big picture here 
is how and under what conditions dual screen-
ing practices might become drivers of  political 
engagement. We are guided by the hypothesis 
WKDWWKHUHPD\EHVRPHWKLQJXQLTXHWRWKHPHGLD
affordances involved in the hybrid mix of  broad-
cast media and social media that leads to greater 
levels of  engagement and/or different forms of  
engagement. Thus we are concerned with dual 
screening practices both as forms of  political 
engagement in themselves and as potential drivers 
of  other forms of  political engagement that may 
be expressed with and within digital media as well 
as in face-to-face settings. Our data will allow us 
to explore how citizens behave within this hybrid 
environment and how this might affect the styles 
and intensity of  their political engagement.
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All major parties promote their social media 
platforms and encourage supporters to join so 
they can be targeted with a range of  mobiliation 
UHTXHVWV$VVXFKWKHLUVRFLDOPHGLDSHUIRUPDQFH
represents a means to gauge how each channel 
was used and the reach the parties gained. The 
GDWDVXSSOLHGE\6R7UHQGHUVRWUHQGHUFRP
provides insights into usage, audience size and 
audience activity which we can explore for paral-
lels with electoral support of  each party. 
YouTube has become a free television chan-
nel where parties upload promotional videos that 
FDQEHVKDUHGZLWKLQYLHZHUV·QHWZRUNV7KHGDWD
IURP<RX7XEH7DEOHVKRZVWKHDPRXQWRI 
videos uploaded during the campaign, number 
of  subscribers and reach (views of  main or most 
SRSXODUFDPSDLJQYLGHR
The data shows the Liberal Democrats and 
Green Party produced a vast amount of  videos, 
Labour, Plaid Cymru an average amount and 
UK Independence Party and British National 
Party going for a few, clear position videos. 
The Greens managed to produce the single 
viral video of  the campaign, parodying the four 
male party leaders (Cameron, Clegg, Farage and 
0LOLEDQGDVDER\EDQGDQGFDOOLQJIRUYRWHUVWR
Change the Tune·7KH&RQVHUYDWLYH·VQHJDWLYH
,WVZRUNLQJGRQ·WOHWWKHPZUHFNLW·YLGHRDOVR
JDLQHGVLJQLÀFDQWSRSXODULW\DFURVVWKHRQOLQH
QHWZRUNZKLOH0LOLEDQG·VELRSLFGLGUHDVRQDEO\
7KHRWKHUPDLQÀQGLQJLVWKRXJKWKDWWKH/LEHUDO
Democrats struggled to gain followers or reach. 
3ODLG&\PUXDSDUW\VWDQGLQJLQRQO\RI WKH
FRQVWLWXHQFLHVDQGFRXUWLQJDQHOHFWRUDWH
RI PLOOLRQJDLQHGPRUHYLHZVIRUWKHLU
campaign video despite the Liberal Democrats 
standing across England, Scotland and Wales. 
Twitter is used to push messages out and 
FUHDWHPRPHQWXPWKURXJKUHWZHHWV7DEOH
shows the number of  tweets, follower numbers 
and change in follower numbers over the cam-
paign, and an interactivity index score that shows 
relative levels of  follower interaction (tweets x 
UHWZHHWVRYHUWKHSHULRGRI WKHFDPSDLJQ
The headlines here are that there is little 
overall change in followers, and most parties 
VHQGDURXQGWZHHWVSHUGD\7KH/LEHUDO
Democrats tweeted most but did not get the 
best return. Labour, UKIP and the SNP had the 
highest interaction suggesting they have the most 
engaged followers, though the Conservatives, 
Liberal Democrats and Greens are only slightly 
behind in this respect. 
Facebook is a key battleground, with great-
est numbers of  fans and a greater propensity 
for interactivity between followers and the party. 
:HGLVSOD\GDWD7DEOHIRUQXPEHURI SRVWV
replies by the party, number of  fans and change 
during the campaign, an interactivity index (party 
SRVWV[OLNHVVKDUHVDQGFRPPHQWVWRLQGLFDWH
potential reach and the percent of  engaged users 
(those who performed some activity within the 
SURÀOHGXULQJWKHFDPSDLJQ
$OOSDUWLHVSRVWUHDVRQDEO\IUHTXHQWO\IURP
the verbose Labour to the more parsimonious 
/LEHUDO'HPRFUDWV5HSOLHVDUHOHVVIUHTXHQWWKH
Greens and SNP excel, the Conservatives and 
UKIP perform poorly. Despite this, the Con-
servatives and UKIP have most fans, and earned 
the most during the campaign, but Labour, 
Greens and SNP all gained also. Of  the national 
parties the Liberal Democrats perform worst. In 
terms of  earning a highly engaged audience, we 
ÀQG/DERXURXWVWULSWKHLURSSRQHQWVIROORZHG
by UKIP and the Greens. This data might sug-
gest that these parties were destined for good 
results in the contest. 
Breaking down the forms of  engagement, 
SoTrender categorises the engaged as Occasion-
DOVOXUNHUVZKRLQWHUDFWYHU\UDUHO\/LNHUVZKR
RQO\OLNH'HEDWHUVZKRFRPPHQWRQO\DQG
PD\LQFOXGHWUROOV:ULWHUVZKRFRPPHQWRU
SXEOLVKRQO\DQG$FWLYLVWVZKROLNHVKDUHDQG
FRPPHQWDQGPD\EHDPEDVVDGRUV7KHGDWD
7DEOHVKRZVSHUFHQWDJHVRI HQJDJHGXVHUV
ZKRÀWHDFKFDWHJRU\
:KLOHWKHQXPEHUVGRQRWGLIIHUVLJQLÀFDQW-
O\SHUSDUW\WKHPRVWLQWHUHVWLQJÀQGLQJLVWKDW
UKIP hasthe highest percentage of  activists 
UHSUHVHQWLQJSHRSOHWKHLUFORV-
est rival is Labour with less than half  of  that. 
If  some Debaters are trolls then the Liberal 
Democrats would seem the biggest target, they 
also languish behind the major parties in gaining 
activists. The Scottish and Welsh Nationalists 
gain the least Debaters. 
Comparing online performance with results 
suggests two things. Firstly social media is only 
a partial microcosm of  the broader electorate; 
here we can see the collapse in Liberal Dem-
RFUDWVXSSRUWRQO\6HFRQGO\LWPD\UHÁHFWWKH
commitment of  activists, and which parties 
successfully mobilise, but thiscannot secure vic-
tory in itself. Despite the scale of  visible support 
online, UKIP made a net loss in the election 
campaign, though the scattered support gained 
DFURVVWKH8.PD\EHUHÁHFWHGRQOLQH6LPLODUO\
WKH*UHHQ·VUHDFKPD\KDYHFRQWULEXWHGWRWKH
increased vote share but could not overcome tac-
WLFDOYRWLQJDQGWKH\ÁDWOLQHG7KHFRQXQGUXP
is Labour. Despite their highly engaged activist 
EDVH¶0LOOLIDQGRP·\RXQJZRPHQSURFODLPLQJ
ORYHDQGWKH¶-H6XLV(G·PHPHSLFWXUHVRI 
XJO\HDWLQJWKDWGHPRQVWUDWHGFRQQHFWLRQDQG
sympathy, the party did badly in vote share and 
seats. Labour won the battle online overall, but it 
seems this battleground is far removed from the 
battle that secures electoral victory.
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Table 1: The YouTube campaign 
Table 2: The Twitter campaign
Table 3: The Facebook campaign
;HISL!+PɈLYLU[PHSLUNHNLTLU[VU-HJLIVVR
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This election cycle there have been some 
good examples of  traditional and new media 
synergising in an attempt to get young people 
engaged. People are increasingly using multi-
ple screens at the same time: watching a show 
RQ79ZKLOVWWZHHWLQJDORQJRQWKHLUSKRQH
and occasionally checking their tablet for news 
XSGDWHV)RUDQXPEHURI \HDUVQRZ79VKRZV
KDYHSURPSWHGYLHZHUVWRXVHVSHFLÀFKDVK-
tags so that they can interact with the show. 
This election we have had a deluge of  political 
SURJUDPPLQJDQGWKH79FKDQQHOVDLPHGWR
link the old with the new, both in terms of  
platforms and demographics. This election, 
there was a clear distinction between two types 
RI VRFLDOPHGLDHQJDJHPHQWZLWK79
There were many examples of  programmes 
that promoted their own hashtags. BBC Daily 
3ROLWLFVKDG%%&GSIRUH[DPSOHDQGWKH,79
/HDGHUV·'HEDWHKDG%DWWOH)RU1XPEHU
These however, can be seen as a somewhat 
passive engagement with the audience. Whilst 
the shows were keen to know what their view-
ers were thinking, it did not drive or alter the 
content of  the shows. Having people talk about 
your show is good for publicity and in terms 
of  the formal debates, gave journalists and 
academics something to analyse and talk about. 
Real social media engagement with traditional 
media could only be found on a handful of  
SROLWLFDO79VKRZVWKDWZHUHFUHDWHGVSHFLÀFDO-
ly with the notion of  social media engagement 
in mind.
&KDQQHOVWDJHGDQIf  We Ran Things event 
in which young people were able to express 
their views regarding their own priorities in the 
FRXQWU\ERWKLQVWXGLRDQGYLDWKHKDVKWDJ,I-
WeRanThings. The live event, which was run in 
partnership with Twitter, provides evidence of  
the coming together of  old and new media in a 
PRUHDFWLYHDJHQGDVHWWLQJZD\WKDWRWKHU79
programs did not have during the election.
2Q%%&DVSDUWRI WKHLU)UHH6SHHFK
series, they were encouraging use of  the 
KDVKWDJVOLNH$VN8NLSDQG$VN$7RU\IRU
WKHLUDXGLHQFHWRSXWTXHVWLRQVWRZDUGVWKHLU
various panels. This is clearly an active relation-
VKLSEHWZHHQVRFLDOPHGLDDQG79LQWKDWWKH
TXHVWLRQVEHLQJDVNHGRQ7ZLWWHUZHUHEHLQJ
put forward to the guests on the show. How-
ever, in using such hashtags, there is a danger 
of  summoning the online satirists. As one of  
the shows panellists asked on Twitter before 
the show, What could go wrong? During the 
SURJUDPWKHKDVKWDJZDVÁRRGHGZLWKTXHV-
WLRQVOLNH´:KDW·VWKHEHVWZD\WRFOHDQWKH
moat around my duck house?. This, among 
many other examples highlights how hashtags 
that are designed with a purpose always run 
the risk of  being commandeered by cynics and 
satirists, thereby rendering the purpose of  the 
hashtag moot. 
7RPLVTXRWHWKHSKLORVRSKHU7KRPDV
Hobbes, the life of  a hashtag is solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish and short. This should not dis-
FRXUDJH79LQIXWXUHHOHFWLRQVIURPDWWHPSWLQJ
to use social media in a more active way. It just 
means they will have to plan and think more 
carefully about when and where they choose 
to passively or actively engage with the social 
media audience.
Steven Buckley
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Twitter response to televised political debates in 
Election 2015
The advent of  social media such as Twitter 
has revolutionised our conversations about live 
television events. In the days before the Internet, 
conversation about television programmes was 
limited to those sitting on the sofa with you and 
people you met the next morning  so-called wa-
WHUFRROHUFRQYHUVDWLRQ·1RZKRZHYHULWLVSRV-
sible to discuss events on the screen in real time 
with people all over the country - three out of  
ÀYH8.7ZLWWHUXVHUVWZHHWZKLOHZDWFKLQJWHOH-
YLVLRQ1LHOVHQ7KXVLWLVQRWVXUSULVLQJWR
ÀQGWKDWWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ·VWHOHYLVLRQHYHQWV
generated debate and discussion on Twitter.
A team at Robert Gordon University is 
running a longitudinal study investigating Twitter 
response to televised political debates, including 
both the Scottish Independence Referendum 
DQGWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQPedersen et al 
)RUWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQZHFROOHFWHG
DQGDQDO\VHGWZHHWVVHQWGXULQJWKH,79GHEDWH
EHWZHHQVHYHQSDUW\OHDGHUVRQ$SULO
DQGWKH%%&GHEDWHRQ$SULOEHWZHHQWKH
ÀYHFKDOOHQJHUV7KHWZHHWVFROOHFWHGZHUHWKRVH
containing the hashtag promoted by the two pro-
JUDPPHVOHDGHUVGHEDWHDQG%%&GHEDWH:H
WKHQFRQGXFWHGSUHOLPLQDU\TXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLV
investigating the issues and leaders that stimulated 
the most activity on Twitter and the geographical 
spread of  tweets. 
/RRNLQJÀUVWDWLQGLYLGXDOOHDGHUVLWZLOO
come as no surprise to learn that the name of  
1LJHO)DUDJHGRPLQDWHGRXUVDPSOH·VGLVFXVVLRQ
GXULQJWKHÀUVWGHEDWH,QSDUWLFXODUWKHUHZDV
a peak of  Twitter discussion directly after his 
VWDWHPHQWWKDW¶KHDOWKWRXULVWV·ZLWK+,9DQG
AIDS were coming to the UK for treatment. 
+LVQDPHDOVRGRPLQDWHGLQWKHÀUVWKDOI RI WKH
second debate, with another peak after his attack 
RQWKHVWXGLRDXGLHQFH7KXV)DUDJH·VSROLF\RI 
LQÁDPPDWRU\VWDWHPHQWVOHGWRKLVQDPHGRPL-
nating Twitter discussion. However, in the second 
KDOI RI WKH&KDOOHQJHUV·GHEDWHGLVFXVVLRQRI WKH
8.,3OHDGHUGHFOLQHGDQGLQVWHDGRXUVDPSOH·V
focus turned to Nicola Sturgeon and Ed Miliband 
DIWHU6WXUJHRQ·VFKDOOHQJHWR0LOLEDQGWRDJUHHWR
work with her and other progressive party leaders.
Throughout both debates, Twitter discussed 
¶WKHZRPHQ·²WKHWKUHHOHDGHUV1LFROD6WXUJHRQ
613/HDQQH:RRG3ODLG&\PUXDQG1DWDOLH
%HQQHWW*UHHQV:KLOVWLWZDVRQO\6WXUJHRQ·V
QDPHWKDWRFFXUUHGZLWKKLJKIUHTXHQF\LQRXU
sample, Twitter was stimulated by the sight of  
three female party leaders, with words such as 
¶FLYLOLVLQJ·¶WUDQVIRUPLQJ·DQG¶UHIUHVKLQJ·UHFXU-
ring throughout. As far as UK General Election 
GHEDWHVZHUHFRQFHUQHGWKLVZDVWKHÀUVWWLPH
WKDWDQ\ZRPHQDWDOOSDUWLFLSDWHG²LQHYHQ
the moderators of  the debates had been male 
 and so it is not surprising that this stimulated 
discussion. In addition, this would have been the 
ÀUVWWLPHPDQ\RXWVLGHWKHLURZQFRXQWULHVVDZ
the leaders of  Plaid Cymru and the SNP.  In par-
ticular, there was a peak in tweets after Sturgeon 
suggested that they were breaking up the old 
ER\V·QHWZRUNDW:HVWPLQVWHUDQGERWK6WXUJHRQ
and Wood saw peaks in the use of  their name 
after they criticised Farage. It should be noted, 
however, that not all in our sample saw the inclu-
sion of  three women in the debates positively and 
at least one tweeter complained that three women 
DJUHHLQJZLWKHDFKRWKHU·ZDVQRWDGHEDWH
Finally, it should be noted that, despite not 
taking part in the second debate, David Cam-
HURQ·VQDPHZDVVWLOOGLVFXVVHGE\RXUVDPSOH
throughout the debate, although that of  Nick 
Clegg was mostly absent. As far as geographical 
VSUHDGRI WZHHWVLVFRQFHUQHGLQLWLDOÀQGLQJV
VXJJHVWWKDWWKHPDMRULW\RI OHDGHUV·QDPHVZHUH
discussed throughout the country during the two 
GHEDWHV+RZHYHUGXULQJWKHÀUVWGHEDWH(G
0LOLEDQG·VQDPHDSSHDUHGYHU\LQIUHTXHQWO\LQ
tweets geo-tagged as from Scotland, which may 
be connected to the problems Scottish Labour 
faced during the campaign.
This is an ongoing project that will con-
tinue to analyse the data collected, in particular 
focusing on the role of  women politicians in 
the debates; humour and cultural referencing; 
information sources; and direct comments and 
DEXVHRQWKHVXEMHFWRI WKHOHDGHUV·SHUVRQDOLWLHV
appearances and personal lives.
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Why so few female tweeters before #GE2015? 
The gendering of public discourse on Twitter
It is a mistake to assume that public discourse 
can ever be gender-neutral. Although Twitter 
is sometimes held up as an inherently inclusive 
participatory tool for self-expression in reality 
it perpetuates the same gender dynamics and 
silencing of  women that has existed since the 
Odyssey, when Telemachus informed his mother 
that speech will be the business of  men, as 
classicist Mary Beard reminded us after facing 
gender-motivated abuse on Twitter.
The gendered nature of  political public 
discourse was highlighted this April when BBC 
Trending released research showing a dispar-
ity between the numbers of  men and women 
engaging with the General Election on Twitter 
based on instances of  the use of  hashtags as-
sociated with each of  the main political parties. 
$QDQDO\VLVRI WKHKDVKWDJV/LEGHPV/LEGHP
8.,3&RQVHUYDWLYH613/DERXU3ODLG-
&\PUX*UHHQVDPRQJ8.XVHUVUHYHDOHGWKDW
RI WZHHWVZHUHE\PHQZKLOHZHUH
from women - a damning indictment of  the 
neutrality of  the platform. 
Although it is possible to argue that that the 
lack of  engagement in political discussions on 
7ZLWWHULVUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRI ZRPHQ·VGLVHQJDJH-
ment with politics more broadly, this perspective 
overlooks the wider context of  mysogyny and 
VH[LVWWUROOLQJDEXVLYHODQJXDJHIURPVWUDQJHUV
on Twitter which has resulted in many women 
being afraid to voice their opinions. The horrify-
LQJDEXVH-.5RZOLQJreceived on Twitter after 
the election from UKIP and SNP supporters as 
a result of  her pro-Labour stance is for many 
women a warning to not engage politically on 
the platform. 
,W·VQRVHFUHWWKDWZRPHQKDYHEHHQGLVSUR-
portionately affected by trolling on Twitter and 
that there has been a failing by the company to 
DGHTXDWHO\UHVSRQGIn a leaked memo, Twitter 
CEO Dick Costolo admitted We suck at dealing 
ZLWKDEXVHDQGWUROOVRQWKHSODWIRUPDQGZH·YH
VXFNHGDWLWIRU\HDUV«LW·VQRERG\HOVH·VIDXOW
but mine, and its embarrassing after a staff  
PHPEHUTXHVWLRQHG7ZLWWHU·VUHVSRQVH´DVD
collective of  human beings to cyberbullying. 
Twitter has since introduced measures 
to respond to gender-based abuse including 
partnering with Women, Action and the Media 
LQ1RYHPEHUWRLQYHVWLJDWHKDUDVVPHQW
against women, and it released policy and prod-
uct updates last month to ensure voices are not 
silenced because people are afraid to speak up. 
,W·VOLNHO\WKDWWKHVHUHIRUPVZHUHDWOHDVWSDUWO\
LQÁXHQFHGE\LWVHQJDJHPHQWZLWKDWHDPRI UH-
searchers at Lancaster University working on the 
ESRC funded project The Discourses of  Online 
Misogyny. Will these measures be enough or will 
social media remain trapped in discussions of  
freedom of  self-expression vs. preventing online 
abuse? Will the anonymity of  Twitter prevent it 
from ever escaping the misogynist culture that 
LWÀQGVLWVHOI LQZKHUHSHRSOHYRLFHWKUHDWVWKH\
would never express in real life?
The results from this election will see the 
8.·VKLJKHVWQXPEHURI IHPDOH03VLQRIÀFH
DOWKRXJKVWLOOXQGHUUHSUHVHQWHGDWDQG
as they engage and feature in public discourse 
WKHUH·VKRSHWKDWWKH\ZLOOHQFRXUDJHPRUH
women to express themselves politically online. 
However this achievement needs to be celebrat-
ed alongside a recognition that safer spaces for 
women to engage in online dialogue need to 
be created. The social media platforms where 
debate takes place, not incidentally male-dom-
inated tech companies, need to work harder to 
take gender into consideration if  we are to see 
PRUHHTXDORQOLQHHQJDJHPHQWZLWKSROLWLFVLQ
WKHUXQXSWR*(
Dr Mary Mitchell
PhD candidate at Royal 
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UKIP Facebooking the Tories in General Election 2015
The rise of  populist parties has played a signif-
icant role in public discourse in the run-up to 
*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ*()XHOOHGE\
PLVOHDGLQJSROOVWKH*(FDPSDLJQQDU-
rative focused on coalition politics; and pre-
dictions about the impact that parties like the 
8.,QGHSHQGHQFH3DUW\8.,3FRXOGKDYHRQ
post-election negotiations. 
,QWKHSUHVHQFHRI WKHVPDOOHUSDUWLHV
was more muted and less pronounced. In the 
UXQXSWR*(8.,3DSSHDUHGWREH
capitalizing on the splintering of  disaffected 
Conservative Party participants and supporters. 
This phenomenon was being exhibited online 
in interesting and observable ways, especially in 
Facebook networks.
Facebook functionality is rooted in con-
QHFWLQJ¶IULHQGV·LQLWVRQOLQHYHQXH7KHVRFLDO
network actively and prominently promotes 
¶IULHQGVXJJHVWLRQV·WRLWVXVHUV7KLVKDVOLWWOHWR
do with whether one user knows another in the 
RIÁLQHZRUOG,WKDVPXFKPRUHWRGRZLWKWKH
number of  mutual Facebook friends two users 
might share. 
In political Facebook networks, it has be-
come increasingly likely that Facebook friends 
HLWKHUZLOOKDYHKDGWKHLUÀUVWPHHWLQJRQOLQH
UDWKHUWKDQRIÁLQHRUQRWPHWLQWKHRIÁLQH
ZRUOGZKDWVRHYHU,QLWZDVPRUHOLNHO\
to be the reverse. The Conservatives have been 
actively growing political networks on Facebook 
VLQFHWKDWWLPH5LGJH1HZPDQ
The manner in which Facebook connects 
people is highly useful for political networking. 
Political participants are increasingly using their 
)DFHERRNSURÀOHSKRWRWRV\PEROL]HWKHLUDVVR-
ciation with a particular party or cause. 
7KHPRUHRQH·VIULHQGQHWZRUNVJURZZLWK-
in the Facebook community of  a political party, 
the more Facebook will suggest friends from 
that political network to the Facebook user. 
7KHSDUW\V\PEROVGLVSOD\HGRQSURÀOHVPDNHV
it easy for the user to identify potential new 
)DFHERRNIULHQGVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHLUSDUW\·V
political network.
%HWZHHQDQG7RU\SDUWLFLSDQWVLQ
the larger political networks on Facebook might 
have observed more and more of  their once 
7RU\DIÀOLDWHGIULHQGVGHFRUDWLQJWKHLUVRFLDO
media pages with the purple and gold branding 
RI 8.,3RIWHQZLWKSURPLQHQWGLVSOD\VSURÀOH
DQGFRYHUSKRWRVRI 8.,3V\PEROLVP²HVSH-
FLDOO\WKHSRXQGVWHUOLQJVLJQDQGLPDJHVRI 
1LJHO)DUDJHWKH8.,3OHDGHULQ*(
0RUHRYHULQWKHUXQXSWR*(&RQ-
servative Facebookers experienced an increasing 
IUHTXHQF\RI IULHQGUHTXHVWVIURPSDUWLFLSDQWV
exhibiting prominent UKIP symbols on their 
SURÀOHV7KHUHIRUHDQXPEHURI TXHVWLRQVDULVH
from this observation. For example, was there 
a UKIP strategy to target Tory participants, or 
other political participants, in social networks; or 
GLGWKLVEHKDYLRXUGHYHORSRUJDQLFDOO\DW8.,3·V
online grassroots? Furthermore, what impact did 
8.,3·VVRFLDOPHGLDDFWLYLW\KDYHRQWKHVLJQLÀ-
FDQWQDWLRQDO*(YRWHIRU8.,3"
Although the British electorate voted deci-
sively for a majority Conservative government, 
UKIP increased its share of  the national vote by 
ZLWKPLOOLRQYRWHVDQGYRWHVKDUH
7KLVVLJQLÀFDQWVXSSRUWIRU8.,3UHVXOW-
HGLQRQH8.,30HPEHURI 3DUOLDPHQW03
Douglas Carswell, being returned to the House 
RI &RPPRQV,QFRQWUDVW6FRWWLVK1DWLRQDO
3DUW\61303VZHUHHOHFWHGZLWKPLOOLRQ
YRWHVDQGYRWHVKDUH
In researching this article, it would ap-
pear that some Ukippers have been left feeling 
EUXLVHGDQGGLVKHDUWHQHGE\WKHLU*(
outcome. It has led some to call for electoral 
reform and others to seek a route back to the 
Conservative Party.
One informant explained that there are 
those in UKIP who feel they would like to 
¶UHWXUQKRPH·WRWKH7RU\IROG+RZHYHUWKH\
fear they are now viewed as offensive and dis-
criminatory individuals, and feel, therefore, that 
they would not be accepted as Tories by existing 
Tory participants.
Facebook activity has demonstrated that 
there is a reasonably strong familial relationship 
between UKIP and the Tories in social networks. 
Therefore, Facebook might act as an online 
bridge, providing a route back for some Ukip-
SHUVWKRVHWKDWZHUHRQFHGLVDIIHFWHG7RULHV
and facilitate their subtle reintegration into the 
Conservative fold  especially if  David Camer-
RQ·VGHOLYHU\RI DQ(85HIHUHQGXPUHVXOWVLQ
increasing political redundancy for UKIP. 
Dr Anthony Ridge-
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2QHRI WKHGHÀQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRI WKH
UK General Election was the use of  social 
media to build support for the Conservatives 
and Labour in the run up to what was widely 
DQGLQDFFXUDWHO\SUHGLFWHGWREHWKHFORVHVW
electoral contest for decades. This consisted of  
ERWKSRVLWLYHPHVVDJHVVXFKDVWKHXVHRI 0LOL-
fandom to indicate support for Labour Leader 
Ed Miliband, and negative ones, such as the 
US-style attack ads suggesting that the Scottish 
1DWLRQDO3DUW\ZRXOGH[HUWXQGXHLQÁXHQFHRQ
any Labour-led coalition that emerged after the 
election. There was also some evidence to sug-
gest that online media might disrupt the estab-
lished broadcast and print journalism during the 
FDPSDLJQ0RVWQRWDEO\(G0LOLEDQG·Vinterview 
with Russell Brand for The Trews, the comedian 
DQGDFWLYLVW·V<RX7XEHFKDQQHOZDVYLHZHGPRUH
WKDQPLOOLRQWLPHVLQWKHZHHNEHIRUHSROOLQJ
day. This prompted much debate in the news 
media about whether such alternative online 
platforms might help the main politicians reach 
out to young people who often choose not to 
vote and consume media in very different ways 
from older generations.  
6PDOOHUSDUWLHVDUHOLNHO\WREHQHÀWIURP
online exposure, especially given that they often 
lack visibility in the traditional news media. 
Besides social media, search engines such as 
Google have a crucial role in this process as they 
represent the primary channel through which 
people in the UK access online content (Dutton 
DQG%ODQN:HXVHGGoogle Trends to ex-
plore the level of  interest among British Internet 
users in the populist United Kingdom Independ-
HQFH3DUW\8.,3ZKLFKKDGÀQLVKHGLQÀUVW
SODFHLQWKH(XURSHDQ3DUOLDPHQWHOHFWLRQV
and looked set to build on this landmark result 
LQ:HDQDO\VHGWKHVHDUFKWUHQGVEHWZHHQ
)HEUXDU\DQG0D\IRU8.,3DQGLWVOHDGHU
Nigel Farage. These trends were then compared 
to those relating to the three main parties (the 
Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Demo-
FUDWVDQGWKHLUOHDGHUV
While UKIP received much less coverage 
in traditional broadcast and print media than the 
RWKHUSDUWLHV)DUDJH·VSDUW\GRPLQDWHG*RRJOH
searches, consistently generating more search 
TXHULHVWKDQDOOWKHRWKHUSDUWLHVDQGWKHLUOHDGHUV
WKURXJKRXWWKHFDPSDLJQ)LJXUHVDQG7KLV
ZRXOGDSSHDUWRYDOLGDWH)DUDJH·Vpost-election 
claims that the party was a social media force 
that had suddenly [become] the party for the 
XQGHUVµDJURXSWKDWLVSHUKDSVEHVWUHDFKHG
RQOLQH0RUHRYHUZKLOH79GHEDWHVFRQWLQXHGWR
LQÁXHQFH*RRJOHVHDUFKHVLQHOHFWLRQVHVSHFLDOO\
RQnd0DUFKndDQGth$SULOPRVWVHDUFK
peaks did not appear to be directly related to 
such mass media events. One interpretation of  
WKLVÀQGLQJPLJKWEHWKDWDPRUHLQGHSHQG-
ent-minded electorate is emerging that sets its 
own information agenda instead of  simply fol-
lowing traditional news coverage.  However, the 
protracted negotiations over the number, format 
DQGFRPSRVLWLRQRI WKH79GHEDWHVDOPRVWFHU-
tainly played a part here too. 
Crucially, UKIP appeared to generate more 
interest amongst British Google users than any 
of  the party leaders, including Farage. Although 
this focus on UKIP as a group may seem at odds 
with a political system that is increasingly lead-
HUIRFXVHGDVZHOODVZLWK)DUDJH·VRZQÁDPER\-
DQWVW\OHLWVXJJHVWVWKDW8.,3·VVWUHQJWKDPRQJ
Internet users lies in its collective brand. For 
example, Google searches for UKIP at the time 
RI WKH%%&OHDGHUV·GHEDWH$SULOIDURXW-
numbered those for its leader. This suggests that 
UKIP may be slowly shedding its tag of  being a 
personal party, unlike other populist and eu-
ro-sceptic forces in Europe such as the Five Star 
Movement in Italy. This was further illustrated 
E\8.,3·VSHUIRUPDQFHLQWKH*HQHUDO
Election. Despite delivering only one seat due 
WRWKHÀUVWSDVWWKHSRVWV\VWHPZKLFKLQFLGHQ-
tally also shows how Google Trends data may 
EHDYHU\SRRUSUHGLFWRURI HOHFWLRQUHVXOWVWKH
SDUW\UHFHLYHGPLOOLRQYRWHVDFURVVWKH8.
DQGDFKLHYHGVHFRQGSODFHVLQ(QJODQG7KLV
best ever performance in a Westminster Election 
did not prevent the resignation of  Farage as 
leader shortly after his failure to win in Thanet 
South, although he has since refused to rule out 
running for the leadership again. Yet, irrespec-
WLYHRI WKHLGHQWLW\RI WKHQH[WOHDGHU8.,3·V
focus on issues such as Europe and immigration 
looks likely to resonate with wired voters (and 
QRQYRWHUVLQ%ULWDLQ
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This election saw a host of  new digital-born web-
VLWHVPDNLQJWKHLUSUHVHQFHIHOWIRUWKHÀUVWWLPH
Buzzfeed, WKH+XIÀQJWRQ3RVWDQG9LFH1HZVQRZ
KDYHVLJQLÀFDQW8.EDVHGQHZVRSHUDWLRQVWKDW
ZHUHQ·WDURXQGLQ+RPHJURZQQHZNLGV
RQWKHEORFNLQFOXGH8V9V7KPDQG$PSSG
IURP7ULQLW\0LUURUDQGLIURPthe Independent. 
These brands do not need printing presses, 
trucks or newsstands but are powered instead by 
the virality of  the social web and by young crea-
tive journalists armed with new tools for a digital 
age. They have pioneered the use of  new visual 
formats like games, lists, gifs, data-viz, vines, 
boos, and raw videos to connect and engage with 
young people wherever they are.  
Changes to distribution, formats and discovery
By way of  background all this is now possible 
because the web itself  has changed fundamentally 
RYHUWKHODVWÀYH\HDUV²ZLWKDQHZHPSKDVLVRQ
mobile, social and visual media. 
In this election many publishers reported 
PRUHWKDQKDOI RI WUDIÀFWRRQOLQHHOHFWLRQVWRULHV
from mobile phones and tablets  much higher 
for sites like Buzzfeed aimed at young people. 
Our 5HXWHUV'LJLWDO1HZV5HSRUW shows 
that going into the election more than two thirds 
RI XQGHUZHUHXVLQJVPDUWSKRQHVIRU
QHZVRQDZHHNO\EDVLV²DKXJHXSOLIWRQ
(TXDOO\VLJQLÀFDQWLVWKHJURZWKLQVRFLDO
GLVFRYHU\+DOI RI XQGHUVXVHVRFLDO
networks like Facebook and Twitter to access 
SROLWLFDOQHZVFRPSDUHGZLWKDURXQGDTXDU-
WHUIRXU\HDUVDJR)RU\RXQJSHRSOHLQ
particular Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have 
become new gateways to the internet bumping 
into news that appear in their feeds and networks. 
Coverage 
Capitalising on these trends a number of  digital 
QHZFRPHUVVHWRXWWRVKDNHXSZKDW9LFH8.
KDVFDOOHGWKH¶GXOOVWUDQJOHKROG·RI PDLQVWUHDP
media coverage in this election. Partly by design, 
partly by necessity these companies looked to 
avoid the predictable press conferences, battle 
buses and stage-managed photo-calls and to fo-
cus instead on something fresh that might engage 
a younger audience. 
9LFHRIIHUHGDVHULHVRI KDUGKLWWLQJÀOPVRQ
issues of  concern to young people like housing, 
food banks and student debt and backed this up 
with a range of  satirical reports from the cam-
paign trail. This was reporting with a viewpoint 
and felt fresh and different  in part because the 
reporters were young, in part because digital born 
FRPSDQLHVDUHQRWERXQGE\2IFRP·VUHTXLUH-
ments for political balance.
For Buzzfeed, which has doubled its audience 
in the UK over the past year, stories had to be 
¶GLIIHUHQWIXQQ\RUVKRFNLQJ·DFFRUGLQJWR'HS-
XW\(GLWRU-LP:DWHUVRQLQDQinterview with the 
Press Gazette just ahead of  the campaign. With 
limited resources at their disposal there was little 
point writing up manifesto launches or covering 
the set pieces. An irreverent webcast with David 
Cameron set the tone while former Sun political 
correspondent Emily Ashton focussed on original 
UHSRUWVVXFKDVWKHVWRU\EHKLQG/LDP%\UQH·Vin-
famous note about how the money had run out. 
But the weight of  Buzzfeed coverage remained its 
trademark skills of  capturing and repackaging the 
best bits of  the social web.
Curating the conversation was the +XIÀQJWRQ
Posts key focus  capturing as many page views as 
possible along the way. 7KH+XIÀQJWRQ3RVW appeals 
to a much wider audience than Buzzfeed and its 
well-honed mix of  blogs, videos and roundtable 
discussions consistently produces the most shared 
content on Facebook.
A more partisan approach came from the 
0LUURU·V8VY7KP²EURXJKWLQWRWKHKHDUW
RI WKHPDLQZHEVLWHIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHIRUWKLV
election. An honourable mention too for Politico, 
which only began publishing in Europe as the 
campaign began, and ran excellent on the ground 
SLHFHVVXFKDVWKHVWRU\RI %HQ-XGDK·Vterrifying 
encounter with supporters of  George Galloway 
and excellent post match analysis on the implica-
tions of  Brexit.
Impact and the future
In terms of  audience numbers, money spent and 
weight of  reporters on the ground, traditional 
media outgunned digital newcomers by a country 
mile.  But the central narrative of  mainstream 
media coverage - that this was a deadlocked 
race with a coalition to follow - turned out to be 
plain wrong. Digital born sites were able to think 
differently and apply their considerable wit and 
ingenuity to engage with less engaged voters in 
a way that the BBC and broadsheets have always 
found hard. 
The fact that turnout amongst the young was 
the highest for years may be a co-incidence  but 
new digital sites played their part in registering 
new voters and keeping them interested through 
a long campaign. Political correspondents and re-
porters in their twenties may not have the gravitas 
of  David Dimbleby but they have left their im-
print on this election and on the media landscape 
for years to come.
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7 Popular Culture
81
It is perhaps a little unfair that TKH6SHFWDWRU·V
%UHQGDQ2·1HLOO labelled Russell Brand the big-
gest loser of  the general election. As a late con-
YHUWWR0LOLEDQG·VFDXVH%UDQG·VFKDQJHRI KHDUW
over whether or not to vote in this election came 
as an endorsement for Ed Miliband announced 
on his YouTube channel7KH7UHZVRQ0D\WK
:LWKLQKRXUVPRUHWKDQSHRSOHKDG
watched this video, while double that number had 
seen his interview with EdÀYHGD\VHDUOLHU
7RJLYH%UDQG·VFULWLFVWKHLUGXHVLWGLGVHHP
an odd thing to do for a man who, back in  
1RYHPEHU, had provoked a media con-
WURYHUV\E\LQVLVWLQJWR-HUHP\3D[PDQRQ
1HZVQLJKWWKDWKHZRXOGQ·WYRWHKDGQHYHUYRW-
ed, and saw it as irrelevant to a genuine democ-
UDF\3D[PDQ·VUHVSRQVH¶<RXDUHDWULYLDOPDQ·
KHGHFODLPHGHQFDSVXODWHGKRZ%UDQG·VSROLWLFDO
opponents denigrate him, a sentiment echoed by 
David CameronZKRGLVPLVVHGKLPDVD¶MRNH·
:KDWPDNHV5XVVHOO·VVWRU\LQWHUHVWLQJIRU
students of  both politics and the media is how 
he repurposed a sophisticated fame machine for 
radical political ends. Contemporary celebrity is 
a key implement of  capitalist propaganda selling 
the myth that anyone can make it. Through a 
series of  interventions across a number of  media 
platforms, Brand turned this logic on its head, not 
RQO\E\KLJKOLJKWLQJWKDWPRVWSHRSOHGRQRWÀQG
wealth and fortune by working hard and instead 
many struggle under modern capitalism, but also 
by arguing that celebrity itself  is hollow, a false 
aspiration. Brand did this through the very logic 
of  celebrity: he consciously harnessed the mythic 
tropes of  celebrity culture through a powerful 
personal narrative of  rise and fall, redemption 
and transformation; he exploited his publici-
ty apparatus of  agents, fellow celebrities and 
understanding of  what is newsworthy to gain 
mainstream media coverage and then funnelled 
WKRVHDXGLHQFHVWRKLV<RX7XEHFKDQQHOÀOPV
books and twitter feed to convey, guru-like, his 
pedagogic message of  grassroots organising and 
revolution from below. 
The most striking thing about the Milib-
and-Brand interview is that they both make a 
visible effort to listen and learn from each other. 
Away from the full glare of  a hostile media in the 
PRUHLQWLPDWHVSDFHRI %UDQG·V6KRUHGLWFKÁDW
DQGÀ[LQJ(GZLWKKLVJD]H%UDQGOHDQVIRUZDUG
WRÀQGRXWZKHWKHUKHLVDPDQKHFDQWUXVW
DFWLQJDVDSUR[\IRUKLVIROORZHUVDQGIUHTXHQW-
ly reverting to monologues on subjects that he 
wants Miliband to respond to  unethical banks, 
LQHTXDOLW\KRXVLQJFRQIURQWLQJWKHSRZHUIXOFRU-
porate interests. Miliband listens and meets Brand 
half  way where he can, committing to working 
with communities and responding to their con-
cerns rather than imposing top-down policy initi-
DWLYHV%XWLQUHVSRQVHWR%UDQG·VDVVHUWLRQVWKDW
politicians are powerless to bring about change, 
(GVD\V´<RX·UHZURQJ\RXDUHMXVWZURQJµ«
How does progress come? It comes from people 
pushing and politics responding. The following 
endorsement suggested that Brand was persuaded 
 he has learnt something new from his mate Ed 
and then shared this learning with his followers. 
But if  Russell and Ed demonstrated an admi-
rable ability to listen and learn from each other, so 
too were both unable to cope with their dismay 
RQFHWKHUHVXOWVFDPHLQ-XVWDV(GLPPHGLDWHO\
resigned the Labour leadership rather than over-
seeing a smooth transition to the next leader, so 
too did Brand in his post-election Trews abdicate 
any further role in electoral politics having been 
IDOVHO\SHUVXDGHGWKDWKLVLQÁXHQFHZDVVXFKWKDW
KHFRXOGVZLQJWKHHOHFWLRQIRU/DERXU-XVWDV
Miliband is grossly undervalued (by himself  as 
PXFKDVWKHUHVWRI KLVSDUW\IRUKLVDELOLW\WR
hold together a fractious and back-biting parlia-
PHQWDU\/DERXUSDUW\VRWRRKDV%UDQG·VSROLWLFDO
VLJQLÀFDQFHEHHQPLVXQGHUVWRRG,WLVQRWLQGH-
feat but in the creation of  a new political alterna-
tive that must surely follow it that the success of  
%UDQG·VLQWHUYHQWLRQVPXVWEHMXGJHG+LVVKDPH
is misplaced. 
One of  the more rapidly circulated re-
sponses to the election result came from public 
intellectual Dougald Hine who claimed on the 
morning after the election result that Brand 
understands the key thing that was absent from 
0LOLEDQG·VFDPSDLJQWKDWSROLWLFVLVD¶battle for 
the soul·+LQHORRNVWR(37KRPSVRQ·VWKH
Making of  the English Working Class to suggest 
WKDW%UDQGPD\EHWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\HTXLYDOHQW
RI WKHQDUFLVVLVWLFDQGLQÁXHQWLDOWKFHQWXU\
ÀUHEUDQG:LOOLDP&REEHWWDQGDVVHULRXVDWKUHDW
WRWKHVWDWXVTXR(G0LOLEDQGPD\KDYHORVWKLV
FDPSDLJQEXW5XVVHOO%UDQG·VFRPSDVVLRQDWH
revolution may have only just begun. 
After Milibrand: Russell Brand and the politics of 
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Celebrity politics have become common-place in 
8.HOHFWLRQV,QWKH/DERXU3DUW\VHFXUHG
the endorsements of  Eddie Izzard and Ben 
Elton who appeared with Coronation Street actress 
Sally Lindsay at a rally in Warrington. Izzard 
FDPSDLJQHGLQRYHUÀIW\FRQVWLWXHQFLHVDQGZDV
FRQIURQWHGE\6FRWWLVK1DWLRQDOLVW3DUW\613
DFWLYLVWVZLWKWKH¶6FRW/DE·OHDGHU-LP0XUSK\
Ed Miliband also received the backing of  Ste-
SKHQ+DZNLQJ3DXO2·*UDG\6LU,DQ0F.HOODQ
Matthew Horne, Robert Webb, Charlotte Church 
and Delia Smith. The former Eastenders star Ross 
Kemp canvassed his home constituency of  Ilford 
North, while Steve Coogan spoke in targeted 
marginals including Bermondsey and Old South-
wark and Hornsey and Wood Green.   
Coogan, -R%UDQG and 5RQQLH2·6XOOLYDQ 
starred in Labour Party Election Broadcasts 
3(%FRQFHUQLQJIDLUQHVVDQGWKH1DWLRQDO
+HDOWK6HUYLFH1+60RUHRYHUThe Hobbit·V
0DUWLQ)UHHPDQDSSHDUHGLQWKHSDUW\·VÀUVW3(% 
ZLWKDYRLFHRYHUE\'DYLG7HQQDQWWRSURPRWH
social justice. However, Freeman received the 
approbation of  the right-wing media due to his 
DIÀOLDWLRQZLWK$UWKXU6FDUJLOO·V6RFLDOLVW/DERXU
3DUW\DQGKLVVRQ·VSULYDWHHGXFDWLRQ,QWDQGHP
the Scottish actor Brian Cox transferred his sup-
port to the SNP. 
6XFKGLIÀFXOWLHVPHDQWWKDWWKH&RQVHUYDWLYH
3DUW\VKLHGDZD\IURPFHOHEULW\HQGRUVHUV,Q
it had trumpeted Sir Michael Caine and Gary 
%DUORZZKRZDVODWHUFDVWLJDWHGDVDWD[GRGJHU
DVVXSSRUWHUV&RQYHUVHO\LQZLWKWKHH[FHS-
tion of  Andrew Lloyd Webber, Simon Cowell and 
6RO&DPSEHOOWKHSDUW\·VHQGRUVHPHQWVUHPDLQHG
limited. 
0RUHRYHUZKHQThe Sun columnist Katie 
Hopkins tweeted that if  the Labour Party won 
she would leave the country, some argued that her 
intervention would be a vote winner for Milib-
and. In the event, she may well have been more 
attuned with public opinion. 
6LU'DYLG$WWHQERURXJK-RDQQD/XPOH\DQG
Billy Bragg were among forty signatories who 
FDOOHGIRUWKHUHHOHFWLRQRI WKH*UHHQ3DUW\·V
Caroline Lucas while avoiding any endorsement 
of  the party.  To demonstrate that she had no 
partisan bias, Lumley backed the Liberal Dem-
ocrat MP Lynne Beaumont with whom she had 
ZRUNHGZLWKLQWKH*XUNKD-XVWLFH&DPSDLJQIt 
was reported that the Liberal Democrat Party 
OHDGHU1LFN&OHJJHQOLVWHG-RKQ&OHHVHWRSOD\D
version of  the United Kingdom Independence 
3DUW\·V8.,31LJHO)DUDJHLQ79GHEDWHUH-
hearsals. However, Colin Firth and Daniel  
Radcliffe turned their backs on the Lib-Dems.  
:HOONQRZQEODFNÀJXUHVLQFOXGLQJ&DPSEHOO
the actor David Harewood, the musician Tinie 
Tempah and the television presenter Ade Adepitan 
¶ZKLWHGXS·IRU2SHUDWLRQ%ODFN9RWH. Addition-
ally, Harewood starred in a video appealing for 
minorities to register to vote. In tandem, Arman-
do Iannucci, Michael Sheen and Christopher Ec-
cleston supported public registration campaigns. 
7KHJHQHWLFLVW5LFKDUG'DZNLQVLQIRUPHGKLV
million Twitter followers that Liberal Democrats 
VKRXOGYRWHWDFWLFDOO\WRIRUPD¶/HIW&RDOLWLRQ·
while Damon Albarn, Irving Welsh and Massive 
Attack signed an online petition against Trident. 
Pop singer Will Young condemned the First Past 
WKH3RVW·HOHFWRUDOV\VWHP
Some celebrities facilitated a populist 
UHVSRQVHWRWKHSDUWLHV·OHDGHUVKLS7KHDQWLFRU-
porate comedian Russell Brand, who had decried 
voting, interviewed Miliband on his YouTube 
channel The TrewsZLWKLWVVXEVFULEHUV
The Labour leader spoke to Brand about the 
LQHTXLWLHVRI JOREDOFDSLWDOLVPWKHSURWHFWLRQ
of  working rights, media owners and the lasting 
value of  voting. When David Cameron castigat-
HG¶0LOLEUDQG·DVDMRNHWKH/DERXUVWUDWHJLVWV
PLVJXLGHGO\KRSHGWKDW%UDQG·VHQGRUVHPHQWZLWK
KLVPLOOLRQ7ZLWWHUIROORZHUVFRXOGSURYLGHD
conduit to young, disengaged voters. 
,79VLJQHGXSWKHUHDOLW\WHOHYLVLRQVWDU-RH\
Essex to appear in a programme wherein he 
met the leaders (with the exception of  Camer-
RQWRJLYHKLV¶LQVLJKWV·RQWKHHOHFWLRQ+DYLQJ
DOUHDG\VKDUHGD¶VHOÀH·ZLWK0LOLEDQGDKHDGRI 
the campaign, Essex met Clegg who he mistook 
IRU¶/HJ·DQGFDOOHGWKHOHDGHURI WKH¶/LEHUDO
'HPRFDWV·ZKLOHWZHHWLQJWKDW&OHJJZDVDQ
¶KRQHVWJX\·6XEVHTXHQWO\he appeared with 
Farage in Grimsby harbour and described him as 
EHLQJ¶UHHP·FRRO7RSURWHVWDJDLQVW)DUDJHLQ
his failed bid to become MP for Thanet South, 
the comedian Al Murray stood as an independent 
candidate under the moniker of  the The Pub 
/DQGORUG·0XUUD\·V)UHHWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRP
3DUW\·)8.3ZLWKLWVRXWODQGLVKPDQLIHVWR
written on the back of  cigarette packet, was a play 
RQ)DUDJH·V¶RUGLQDU\EORNH·LPDJH
7KHHOHFWRUDWH·VFRQVXPSWLRQRI FHOHEULW\
campaign politics has grown due to the rise of  
¶LQIRWDLQPHQW·VW\OHVRI QHZVFRYHUDJHDQGYLUDO
social media discourses. In the UK, this has 
meant that the parties gave some credence to ce-
lebrity engagements. However, despite the Labour 
3DUW\·VFHOHEULW\HQGRUVHPHQWVWKH\KDGOLWWOH
LPSDFWRQWKHHOHFWRUDORXWFRPH&RQVHTXHQWO\LW
DSSHDUVWKDWWKH%ULWLVKSXEOLFUHPDLQVHTXLYRFDO
in its judgment upon the worth of  such a mobili-
zation of  celebrity supporters.
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In a manner largely consistent with recent trends 
LQHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQVWKHOHDGXSWRWKH
UK General Election was marked by a range of  
interventions from those who came to public 
prominence through their work in the entertain-
ment industries  celebrities. While certain estab-
lished traits of  celebrity involvement in election 
campaigns persisted, new features have emerged 
which suggest both the changing necessities of  
parliamentary democracy and the means by which 
celebrity can be used to serve such needs, while 
illuminating new potential relationships between 
celebrity, power and the role of  the individual in 
political discourse.
,QPDQ\UHVSHFWVWKHHOHFWLRQFDP-
paigns resembled on-going patterns in British 
SDUOLDPHQWDU\SROLWLFVDVWKHWKUHH¶PDLQVWUHDP·
neoliberal parties (Conservative, Labour and Lib-
HUDO'HPRFUDWFRQWLQXHGWKHLUORQJVWDQGLQJWUD-
MHFWRU\RI FRQVROLGDWLQJRUDFTXLHVFLQJWRSULYDWH
power. In a similar fashion, some of  the most 
prominent celebrity spokespeople who routinely 
profess strong party allegiances continued to en-
dorse their chosen party. For example, the actor, 
comedian and  broadcaster Tony Robinson called 
upon the electorate to vote Labour in a move that 
signalled his continuing support of  the party for 
which he once served on the National Execu-
tive Committee. Robinson was present during 
the election campaigns of  a number of  Labour 
candidates, including those in the constituencies 
of  Stroud and North Swindon6XFKXQHTXLYRFDO
party allegiances from the likes of  Robinson sat 
alongside statements of  party endorsements from 
Robert Webb-R%UDQGDQG0DUWLQ)UHHPDQIRU
/DERXURU3HWHU6WULQJIHOORZIRU&RQVHUYDWLYH
among others. 
However, this type of  party endorsement 
among celebrities did not seem as common in 
DVSUHYLRXVHOHFWLRQVSDUWLFXODUO\FRQVLGHU-
ing the Blair years. This is interesting as celebrities 
are becoming increasingly politicised. That said, 
WKLVURXJKO\UHÁHFWVWUHQGVDPRQJWKHZLGHU
population who are also increasingly turning away 
from political party membership. This, coupled 
with the expectation for a relatively low voter 
turnout and the possibility of  a hung parliament, 
caused concern for much of  the corporate media, 
DVLWSRWHQWLDOO\TXHVWLRQHGWKHYDOLGLW\RI WKH
type of  representative democracy practiced in the 
UK, and the legitimacy of  the governing party 
and centres of  state and corporate power with 
which it is bound. In relation to this need of  the 
political orthodoxy, celebrity-inclusive campaigns 
emerged which sought to engage apparently dis-
enfranchised members of  the electorate with the 
democratic process. 
In distinction to, and often as a response to, 
5XVVHOO%UDQG·VDUJXPHQWV in favour of  turning 
away from the current frameworks of  repre-
sentative democracy in favour of  direct action 
- campaigns encouraging voter registration and 
promoting party membership sought to under-
PLQH%UDQG·VDQWLHVWDEOLVKPHQWHWKLFE\IUDPLQJ
party membership as a TXDVLUHEHOOLRXVDFW. In 
this light, comedian Robert Webb announced he 
had rejoined the Labour Party as a reaction to 
%UDQG·VJXHVWHGLWRULDORI WKHNew Statesman. Ce-
lebrity support was also elicited to engage on an 
HPRWLRQDOOHYHOZLWKWKHGHPRJUDSKLFDQG
encourage voter registration among that group. 
For example, actor Christopher Eccleston im-
plored the public to trust their own instincts and 
listen to their own heart and simply believe in 
the process. This, and similar campaigns, allowed 
celebrity endorsements to come to the service of  
the political system more generally, legitimising it 
is as a system of  governance while circumventing 
VSHFLÀFDOOHJLDQFHV
Other celebrities used the election to high-
light key issues and, in doing so, encouraged 
HQJDJHPHQWZLWK¶WKHV\VWHP·QRWDVDJHQHUDO
safeguard of  public interest, but as something 
through which individual issues could be con-
tested and individual people promoted. This 
ZDVSHUKDSVSXWPRVWHORTXHQWO\E\Bez who 
opined, I could have joined the Greens but I 
GLGQ·WZDQWWREHUHVWULFWHGE\SDUW\SROLWLFV,
wanted to have a free hand to say what I wanted 
and do what I wanted really. In a similar vein, 
a group of  well-known public personalities, in-
FOXGLQJ'DYLG$WWHQERURXJK-RDQQD/XPOH\DQG
Billy Bragg, signed a statement of  support for 
incumbent Green Party MP Caroline Lucas. For 
WKHVHFHOHEULWLHV/XFDV·VLQFOXVLRQLQSDUOLDPHQW
was a vital component of  plurality within the 
House of  Commons. Importantly, this statement 
did not endorse the Green Party in general, but 
rather Lucas personally. Moreover, the signatories 
added their names in a personal capacity. This 
suggests an emphasis on the individual - cleaved 
RI LQVWLWXWLRQDODQGSURIHVVLRQDODIÀOLDWLRQVDVD
political agent and shows a consistency with the 
increasing prominence of  single issue political 
FDPSDLJQVDQGRQOLQHSHWLWLRQJURXSVVXFKDV
Degrees (the founder of  which was a signatory of  
WKHVWDWHPHQWHQGRUVLQJ/XFDV$GGLWLRQDOO\LW
DOVRGHPRQVWUDWHVKRZWKH*HQHUDO(OHF-
tion represents a key moment when the celebrity 
political endorser - as an icon of  individuality - 
became engaged with the political process while 
being noncommittal to party politics.
Celebrity interventions in the election campaign 
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While news coverage of  General Elections can be 
DUJXHGWR¶FURZGRXW·RWKHUWRSLFVRI SXEOLFLQWHU-
est in the public sphere, some saw the election as 
an opportunity to attract publicity to a cause. The 
artist Bob and Roberta Smith stood in Michael 
*RYH·V6XUUH\+HDWKFRQVWLWXHQF\LQSURWHVWDW
WKHFRDOLWLRQJRYHUQPHQW·VFKDQJHVWRWKHHGXFD-
tion curriculum downgrading the importance of  
DUW:KLOHWKHFRPHGLDQ$O0XUUD\·V¶3XE/DQG-
ORUG·FDQGLGDF\LQ6RXWK7KDQHWZDVSUHVHQWHG
perhaps more ambiguously, as a satirical criticism 
of  fellow candidate Nigel Farage (the initials of  
0XUUD\·V¶)UHH8QLWHG.LQJGRP3DUW\·)8.3
LOOXVWUDWLQJWKHEOXQWQDWXUHRI DQ\LURQLFDOLQWHQW
0XUUD\·VPDQLIHVWRSOHGJHGWREULFNXSWKHFKDQ-
nel tunnel using British bricks and Polish workers; 
6PLWK·VSODWIRUP was built around placing art at 
the centre of  the curriculum.
Towards the end of  the campaign, and 
QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJWKHÀQDORXWFRPHOHJLWLPDF\LQ
the sense of  the various potential parliamentary 
combinations of  the main parties - became a key 
media topic. To what extent was the legitimacy of  
FDQGLGDWHVVXFKDV0XUUD\DQG6PLWKTXHVWLRQHG"
Mainstream media coverage of  Smith 
was limited, but some supportive niche media 
emphasised his artist-activist credentials. This 
LVSHUKDSVSDUWO\GXHWRWKH¶VDIH·VHDWKHZDV
contesting, which was never likely to change 
hands; he could not be argued to be disrupting 
¶OHJLWLPDWH·HOHFWRUDOSROLWLFV7KHFDPSDLJQZDV
also constructed around a positive, niche single 
issue - the importance of  art education both 
culturally and in economic terms - which could 
be treated by other candidates and the media as a 
OHJLWLPDWHEXWPDUJLQDOWRSLF2QHSURÀOHSLHFH
FRPSDUHGWKH¶VHULRXVSRLQW·RI 6PLWK·VFDP-
paignFRPSDUHGZLWK0XUUD\·VDQG6PLWKZDV
acknowledged as a vocal advocate·IRUWKHDUWV
debating with Gove in constituency hustings.
2QWZLWWHU6PLWK·VVXSSRUWHUVWZHHWHG
images of  his artworks, in particular those linked 
to the ¶YRWHDUW·FDPSDLJQ intended to encourage 
voter registration. By contrast, Murray attract-
HGDQGRIWHQHQJDJHGZLWKFULWLFLVPSULPDULO\
from UKIP supporters attacking his motives in 
standing (for publicity and personal or commer-
FLDOJDLQ
7KHDQQRXQFHPHQWRI WKH3XE/DQGORUG·V
PDQLIHVWRLQ-DQXDU\JHQHUDWHGVXEVWDQWLDOPHGLD
coverage, in part as an amusing alternative (a bril-
liantly bonkers satire·WRWKHGU\OLPLWDWLRQVRI 
the main party campaigns, and further coverage 
was generated by stunts such as a failed attempt 
to parachute into the constituency.
There was also some criticism of  Murray. 
While some saw him as part of  an honourable 
tradition of  protest politics·RWKHUVFRQVLGHUHG
the possibility, in a three way marginal constituen-
cy, of  the FUKP and its logo acting as a spoil-
er·IRUWKRVHPLVUHDGLQJWKHEDOORWSDSHUZKLOH
attempting to vote UKIP. The Press Association 
reported the comments of  the outgoing Con-
servative MP that the constituency should not be 
¶WDNHQOLJKWO\·DQGWKDW0XUUD\ZDV¶WULYLDOL]LQJ·
the contest. 
Newspapers emphasised 0XUUD\·VSULYLOHJHG
boarding school and Oxford background, in 
order to suggest a deceptive hypocrisy in the pub 
ODQGORUG·VPDQRI WKHSHRSOHFKDUDFWHU+HZDV
DFFXVHGRI UXQQLQJ¶DWWKHH[SHQVHRI SHRSOH·V
IXWXUHV·hijacking the democratic process for 
publicity purposes and mixing up satire with the 
UHDOLW\RI DEDOORW·ZKLOHWKH*UHHQFDQGLGDWHZDV
TXRWHGDVIHDULQJWKDWVXFKLURQ\FDQLQDGYHUWHQW-
ly lend credibility to its intended target. Online 
critics suggesting he was trying to resurrect a 
failing career were pointed in the direction of  the 
webpage offering tickets for his upcoming Royal 
Albert Hall appearance.
7KHSHUIRUPDWLYHDVSHFWVRI ERWKFDQGLGDWHV·
campaigns could suggest they were involved in 
electoral guerrilla theatre, making parodic incur-
sions into the liberal democratic electoral process.  
The interpretive agency of  the audience for irony 
means however that it can be taken in multiple 
ways, and these candidacies could be interpreted 
as a vindication of  a liberal electoral system which 
allows anyone, however misguided or eccentric, 
WRVWDQGIRURIÀFH,QDQ\FDVH6PLWK·V$UW3DUW\
campaign, in its emphasis on policy change and 
educational opportunity was perhaps more ear-
nest than playful, more modern than postmodern.
Both campaigns could have been entirely 
presented as risible self-publicity, but neither was 
denigrated as such. Instead, while Murray was 
largely welcomed as an entertaining sideshow 
(with some concern around the impact on the 
South Thanet election in particular and polit-
LFDOGHEDWHLQPRUHJHQHUDOWHUPV6PLWKZDV
considered a worthy if  marginal addition to the 
democratic process.
Both candidates lost their deposits - Smith 
ZLQQLQJYRWHVEHKLQGÀYHPDLQSDUWLHVDQG
WKH&KULVWLDQ3DUW\0XUUD\JDLQLQJEHDWLQJ
DOOWKHRWKHUVLQJOHLVVXHSURWHVWFDQGLGDWHVEXW
the resulting publicity may well be seen by both 
candidates as a vindication of  their respective 
electoral strategies.
Legitimacy and the celebrity single-issue candidate
Dr Jeremy Collins
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Ukip Leader Nigel Farage (let) and FUKP candidate he Pub Landlord, listen to the Conservative candidate Craig Mackinlay 
(right) receive his declaration results for the South hanet Constituency at the Winter Gardens in Margate, Kent.  
(Picture by: Gareth Fuller / PA Wire/Press Association Images)
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,QWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQIDQVRI SROLWLFV
moved to the centre of  campaign coverage 
WKURXJKWKHHPHUJHQFHRI ¶PLOLIDQGRP·VHH
:DKO-RUJHQVHQ·VDUWLFOH in The Conversation, 
<HWWKRVHZKRLQWHUSUHWHGWKHSRSXODU-
ity of  Ed Miliband among social media savvy 
teenagers as a premonition of  electoral success 
were soon to be disappointed. And yet, I want to 
suggest that Fan Studies have a case for stepping 
RQSVHSKRORJ\·VWRHVLQRIIHULQJH[SODQDWLRQVRI 
WKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQUHVXOW
In voting, as elsewhere in the consumption 
of  popular culture, we are asked to make choices; 
choices which we make through a mixture of  
consideration and affect. Such affect, in turn, is 
URRWHGLQWKHDSSURSULDWLRQRI WH[WVDQGRQIDQV·
ability to make a given text their own, to rework 
LWLQWRDVSDFHRI LPPHQVHWH[WXDOVLJQLÀFDQFHD
WUDQVLWLRQDOREMHFWRUDVSDFHRI VHOIUHÁHFWLRQ
The more polysemic given texts, the greater the 
number of  fans with varying appropriative needs 
 i.e. backgrounds, experiences and beliefs  it 
can attract. 
In football the global appeal of  super-clubs 
such as Manchester United or FC Barcelona lies 
in the fact that as textual formations they are pol-
ysemic to an extent that they become almost neu-
WURVHPLF·IUHHGRI DQ\PHDQLQJLQDQGIRULWVHOI 
(as I have written elsewhere,WLVWKLVDEVHQFHRI 
a denotative core in varying social and regional re-
ception contexts that allow these clubs to become 
IRFDOSRLQWVRI SDUWLVDQVKLSDVLOOXVWUDWHGLQIDQV·
talk about their clubs which promptly shifts to 
their own identity and values articulated through 
their reading of  the club. 
Much as sports, parliamentary democracy 
DOVRFDOOVIRUVXFKVLQJXODUSDUWLVDQLGHQWLÀFD-
tion; and as in sport such partisanship commonly 
draws on exiting lines of  social distinction, with 
IHZVWLOOPRUHSUHYDOHQWWKDQQDWLRQDOLW\,WZDV
such partisan nationalism with its simplistic us 
YHUVXVWKHP·GLFKRWRP\WKDWDOORZHG8.,3WR
DWWUDFWPLOOLRQYRWHUV+RZHYHULQPHGLDWHG
indirect democracies  especially of  the First 
3DVWWKH3RVW)373YDULHW\HOHFWRUDOVXFFHVV
is dependent on constructing such partisanship 
WKURXJKWKHJUHDWHVWGHJUHHSRO\VHP\8.,3·V
IDLOXUHWRZLQPRUHWKDQRQHVHDWVUHÁHFWVWKHWRR
clear connotative core of  the party. It too clearly 
VLJQLÀHVFHUWDLQ¶YDOXHV·WRWKHHOHFWRUDWH²YDOXHV
the large majority of  voters in the UK reject. 
The successful fan texts - or, as political 
DGYHUWLVHUVZRXOGKDYHLWWKHVXFFHVVIXO¶EUDQG·
is one that is as neutrosemic as possible and thus 
IXQFWLRQVDVDVSDFHIRUUHÁHFWLRQIRUDVPDQ\
SRWHQWLDOYRWHUV·DVSLUDWLRQV,WLVWKXVWKDWWKH
strategy and success of  the Conservative Party in 
this election is less surprising. The winner of  the 
PXFKDQWLFLSDWHGWHOHYLVLRQOHDGHUV·GHEDWHVZDV
WKHPDQZKRZDVQ·WWKHUH²GHVSHUDWHO\VHHNLQJWR
VWD\DERYHWKHIUD\LQWKHÀUVWGHEDWHDQGQRWSDU-
ticipating in the second. Indeed, David Cameron, 
WRXVH5REHUW0XVLO·VKLJKO\ÀWWLQJWLWOHDV¶PDQ
ZLWKRXWTXDOLWLHV·VXFFHHGLQWKH0HUNOLDQDUWRI 
¶DV\PHWULFGHPRELOLVDWLRQ·LQ(QJODQGZKLOHWKH
spectre of  nationalism was successfully employed 
by the Conservatives in shaping many English 
YRWHUV·UHDGLQJRI D/DERXUSDUW\SRWHQWLDOO\
ZRUNLQJZLWKWKH613DVDSDUW\RI ¶WKHP·QRW
us. While Labour had itself  irrevocably, and from 
its viewpoint catastrophically, positioned as part 
¶WKHP·WRPDQ\6FRWWLVKYRWHUV
$OOVXFKUHDGLQJVRI FRXUVHUHÁHFWWKH
particular horizon of  experience and expectations 
of  individual voters and the way in which they 
construct texts / party brands of  the vast textual 
ÀHOGVRI SROLWLFDOFRYHUDJH7KRVHZKRDUHIDQV
of  politics, who are most familiar with politi-
cal discourse and whose affective attachments 
to given political parties are the deepest, will 
ÀQGWKHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWIRUH[DPSOHWKH7RULHV
stand for little in and for themselves as absurd as 
committed football enthusiasts are aware of, for 
instance, the history of  Barcelona FC as a bastion 
of  Catalan culture and independence aspirations. 
%XWPXFKDVLWLVQ·WIDQVEXWWKHFDVXDOYLHZHUV
who decide the fate of  television shows, those 
whose affective investments in politics is the most 
ÁHHWLQJDUHPRVWOLNHO\WRGHFLGHHOHFWLRQV
Whatever we make of  the election results, fan 
studies thus remind us of  two obvious, but rarely 
addressed issues of  mediated, indirect democracy. 
Firstly, the blunt measure of  a singular vote fails 
to capture the vastly different investments in the 
political process by different voters and, indeed, 
non-voters. Secondly, while the legitimacy of  
democratic, parliamentary representation is based 
on a sense of  parties as intersubjectively recog-
nised, connotatively unambiguous texts, it is the 
very opposite form of  near neutrosemic textual 
formations that promise electoral success. 
Its the neutrosemy, stupid!: fans, texts and 
partisanship in the 2015 General Election
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As a recent transplant from the US, I must con-
IHVVWKDW,·PVWLOOVXIIHULQJIURPDQLQIHULRULW\
complex that plagues many of  my countrymen. 
When it comes to cultural matters, we yanks du-
WLIXOO\JHQXÁHFWDWWKHIHHWRI WKHPRWKHUFRXQ-
try, seduced by her voluptuous soft power and 
SRVKDFFHQW+HOOZKLWH$PHULFDQVGLGQ·WHYHQ
value black American music until we heard it 
sung with a British accent. In many respects, we 
MXVWFDQ·WUHVLVWDSLQJ%ULWLVKFXOWXUH+LJKORZLW
GRHVQ·WPDWWHU:HHYHQVHFUHWO\WKLQN\RXUÁDJ
looks cooler than ours. So when it comes to the 
pernicious spread of  lifestyle politics, one has 
to accept that the mother country is once again 
leading the cultural dance and, in this instance, 
to an especially tawdry tune. 
This is not to suggest that UK and US pol-
LWLFLDQVSDQGHULQTXLWHWKHVDPHZD\,Q%ULWLVK
lifestyle politics there are less guns, and more 
pints, less God, more Queen. In a sense, the 
reality show that US politics has devolved into is 
a dumbed down knock off  of  the more absurd 
and delightfully ruthless British version. Consid-
er the morning of  May 8th when the leaders of  
three British parties resigned in rapid succession. 
Milliband, Clegg and Farage, out the door with 
no cab fare home. Worse, they had to conduct 
their awkward walk of  shame before a phalanx 
RI UHSRUWHUVDQGSKRWRJUDSKHUV1RZWKDW·V
good television! 
Some Brits mistakenly believe that Ameri-
FDQVGRQ·WJHWLURQ\EXWDFWXDOO\ZH·UHGURZQLQJ
LQLW:KDWZHGRQ·WJHWLVZKLPV\DQG%ULWLVK
politics is full of  that. In the US, the fear mon-
gering tends to be rabid and humourless. Where-
as in the UK, reactionary louts like Nigel Farage 
mug for the cameras and gleefully play the fool. 
%HVWSKRWRRSRI WKH8.HOHFWLRQWZR
members of  the Monster Raving Loony Party 
ÁDQNLQJ%RULV-RKQVRQDVKHDFFHSWHGKLVSDU-
liamentary seat, bedecked in ribbons and badges 
ZLWKRXWVL]HGKDWVWKDWHYHQJDYH-RKQVRQ·V
silly yellow fright wig a run for the money. The 
/RRQ\·VKDGMXVWRQHFDPSDLJQSROLF\DFDOO
for the abolition of  gravity. As absurd as that 
sounds, at least it was a clear legislative agenda 
that they were all too happy to discuss, unlike 
the other candidate who spent most of  the 
election staying on message and far away from 
concrete details.  
But enough about that. What really matters 
LVZKR·VKRWWHU&DPHURQ·VZLIHRU0LOOLEDQG·V"
,KDYHWRJRZLWK&DPHURQ·V1RWWKDW,ZRXOG
ever vote for her husband. Still, I have to say, 
KH·VP\NLQGRI ULJKWZLQJHUQRQHRI WKLV
FUDFNHUEDUUHOJRRGRO·ER\ELOOLRQDLUHQRQVHQVH
WKDW·VVXFKDKLWZLWK86UHSXEOLFDQVVHH*HRUJH
:%XVK1RWKH7RULHVOLNHWKHLUFRQVHUYDWLYHV
to act like actual conservatives. If  Chancellor of  
WKH([FKHTXHU*HRUJH2VERUQHKDGDKHDUWKH
would wear it on his velvet sleeve and it would 
be full of  contempt for the unwashed masses. 
2VERUQHGRHVQ·WKLGHWKHIDFWWKDWKHFRPHV
from an old aristocratic family and that his 
KDLUFXWFRVWPRUHWKDQ\RXUKRXVH+HGRHVQ·W
have to. In the US, such an obvious elitist would 
struggle to get elected. The illusion of  a classless 
society acts as a cloaking device that populist 
greedheads hide behind, while struggling to con-
ceal their ivy league pedigrees and dropping the 
´J·VµIURPWKHHQGVRI HQRXJKZRUGVDVLQ´,·P
MXVWEHLQ·DUHJXODUJX\VRXQGLQ·PRUHVDOWRI WKH
HDUWK¶Q·VXFK\·DOOµ,PSUHVVLYHO\DQGVRPHZKDW
depressingly, UK lifestyle politics has a more 
pragmatic dimension. 
There is a sense of  resignation that old 
money will inevitable rule, so it only makes sense 
to vote for the posh twit with deep pockets and 
entrenched connections to steer the ship.  Forget 
rustic charm, Brits want polish. That was the big 
objection to Labour leader Ed Milliband after 
DOO7KHSUHVVGLGQ·WÀ[DWHRQWKHIDFWWKDWKH
was an atheist raised by an outspoken Marxist. 
7KH\ZHUHPRUHFRQFHUQHGWKDWKHGLGQ·WVHHP
statesmanlike. Such is the occasionally high tone 
timbre of  British lifestyle politics. In the US, 
politicians steep their speechifying in so much 
KRO\UROOHUUKHWRULFWKH\RIWHQVRXQGOLNHWKH\·UH
running for pope, and even the word liberal 
is considered a smear. If  you call someone a 
socialist, you might as well accuse them of  
mugging old ladies and stealing their pensions, 
not that old ladies deserve pensions. That would 
EHVRFLDOLVP6XFKQXDQFHVH[SODLQZK\LW·VHDV\
to mistake British lifestyle politics for actual 
SROLWLFVEXWGRQ·WEHGHFHLYHG7KHDEVHQFH
of  bible thumping, gun-toting rhetoric merely 
masks an even more pernicious brand of  politi-
cal pandering based on a tacit acceptance of  the 
FODVVERXQGVWDWXVTXR
Britains Got Tories:  
Yank scholar on UK lifestyle politics
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When considering election campaign imagery, 
ZHWHQGWRWKLQNÀUVWRI WKHSROLWLFLDQV·DWWHPSWV
to manage their image and how we as voters 
¶VHH·WKHPWKURXJKYDULRXVPHGLDWHGOHQVHV7KLV
election has certainly involved carefully chore-
ographed party campaigns with the resulting, 
mostly bland, imagery dispersed in a fragmentary 
manner across media platforms, formats and gen-
res. So where are the memorable images of  the 
campaign?: The group-hug of  the female party 
OHDGHUVIROORZLQJWKHRSSRVLWLRQOHDGHUV·WHOHYLVHG
debate; WKH0LOLIDQGRPPHPHRQ7ZLWWHU; or, 
IRUIUHTXHQF\LI QRWKLQJHOVHWKHGHSHQGDEOH
photo opportunities involving farm animals and 
ÀVKPDUNHWV
During a period when politics is at its most 
tribalist and combative, it might seem counter-in-
tuitive to focus on the images from a concurrent 
campaign that actually brought together political 
parties, civil society groups, media commenta-
tors and interested members of  the public. Truly 
democratic in scope and ethos, I refer here to the 
campaign to encourage those not yet registered 
WRGRVREHIRUHWKH$SULOGHDGOLQH7KHPRYH
WR,QGLYLGXDO(OHFWRUDO5HJLVWUDWLRQ,(5LQ
UHTXLUHVHDFKHOLJLEOHHOHFWRUWRSHUVRQDOO\UHJLVWHU
to vote, rather than relying on a single person to 
UHJLVWHUWKHHQWLUHKRXVHKROG,Q)HEUXDU\LW
was reported that ignorance of  the new system 
KDGSRVVLEO\GLVHQIUDQFKLVHGDURXQGPLOOLRQ
people, with the young, some ethnic minorities, 
DQGSHRSOHZKRUHQWRUPRYHKRXVHIUHTXHQWO\
particularly vulnerable to falling off  the register. 
7KHROGV\VWHPFHUWDLQO\UHTXLUHGPRGHUQLVDWLRQ
but was IER the best system, and were local 
authorities given enough time and resources to 
implement the changes? 
7KH)HEUXDU\1DWLRQDO9RWHU5HJLVWUDWLRQ
Day provided a small boost, but the cross-media 
FDPSDLJQLQWKHUXQXSWRWKH$SULOGHDGOLQH
appeared to mobilise the nation for a common 
democratic cause and saw almost half  a million 
people register on WKDWÀQDOGD\; almost three 
times the amount of  those who signed up on 
1DWLRQDO9RWHU5HJLVWUDWLRQ'D\
This was a campaign encompassing all types 
of  media  television, magazines, newspapers, 
advertising  and which saw numerous groups 
promote the meaning of  the right and responsibility 
WRYRWH²LQFOXGLQJYDULRXVXQLRQVWKHFLWL]HQ·V
advice bureau and the woodcraft folk, to name a 
few. Clearly this short piece cannot consider all 
elements, but it takes one of  these fragments and 
H[SORUHVWKHVWULNLQJLPDJHU\RI WKH5HJLVWHU-
7R9RWHFDPSDLJQDVREVHUYHGRQ7ZLWWHU7KH
message is direct, has urgency and participatory 
power at its very core  the kind of  appeal that 
ÀWVSHUIHFWO\ZLWKWKHTXDOLWLHVRI VRFLDOPHGLD
But what kinds of  images were created and 
shared to convey this message visually, and what 
might their design reveal?  
One striking aspect was the prominence 
of  the female vote. Women were central to this 
phenomenon at individual and collective levels: 
they led the sharing of  images; women directly 
addressed other female voters, especially with the 
VWDWLVWLFWKDWPLOOLRQZRPHQKDGQRWYRWHGLQ
DQGWKHSLFWXUHVWHQGHGWRGHSLFWZRPHQ
,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHPLVVWHSRI WKH/DERXU3DUW\·V
¶:RPDQWR:RPDQ·pink bus, and the militaris-
tic style of  the Daily Mirror·V$SULOIURQWSDJH
¶<RXUFRXQWU\QHHGV\RX«72927(·WKH
campaign on Twitter enabled a multi-vocal (or 
UDWKHUPXOWLYLVXDOFUHDWLYHH[SUHVVLRQWRHPHUJH
Amongst the infographics, humorous memes 
and personalised messages, photographs of  
suffragettes featured heavily. The black and white 
pictures of  arrests and force-feeding emphasised 
the radical and violent nature of  their struggle 
but one very different image appeared again and 
again. A photographic portrait of  Emily Davison 
- beautiful, pensive and feminine. In the portrait, 
she looks over her shoulder, a classic formal pose 
WKDWDFFHQWXDWHVKHUSURÀOHDQGKDLUVW\OHZKLOVW
encouraging a downward, thoughtful gaze. In 
sharing such an image, Twitter users perhaps 
hoped to associate the virtues of  this old-fash-
ioned elegance with themselves and their follow-
ers. The image conveys something which would 
not easily be supplanted by words: an ideal of  
beauty, bravery and dignity. 
There were other historical reference points 
²VXFKDVSKRWRVRI YRWLQJTXHXHVLQ6RXWK
$IULFD·VÀUVWPXOWLUDFLDOHOHFWLRQRI ²EXW
the favoured remediations of  the past placed the 
GLJQLW\DQGVDFULÀFHRI WKHVXIIUDJHWWHVSLFWXUHG
alongside the casual disenchantment of  young 
women today. In addition to asking people to 
remember the past, other tweets implored people 
WRLPDJLQHZKDWWKH\·GfeelOLNHZKHQWKH\FRXOGQ·W
vote on 7 May. Through vivid imagery, emotive 
appeals, and evocations of  the past, present and 
future, both citizens and institutions rallied many 
to register at the very last moment. This partic-
ipatory and creative fervour arguably gives us 
VRPHWKLQJWRFHOHEUDWHEXWTXHVWLRQVUHPDLQRQ
whether these latecomers actually voted, and the 
ZLGHUFRQVHTXHQFHVZKHQFHUWDLQJURXSVLQVRFLH-
ty remain less likely to be registered at all.
#RegisterToVote: picturing democratic rights and 
responsibilities on Twitter
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The emergence of  Milifandom suggests some-
WKLQJLPSRUWDQWDERXWWKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
6XIÀFLHQWO\LQWHJUDWHGLQWRPDLQVWUHDPPHGLD
coverage for Ed Miliband to namecheck it in his 
resignation speech, Milifandom represented its 
own moment of  mainstreaming  one where the 
ODQJXDJHVDQGH[SHULHQFHVRI IDQGRPGHÀQLWLYHO\
collided with political awareness and enthusiasm. 
7KHKDVKWDJ0LOLIDQGRPZDVUHLQYLJRUDWHG
E\\HDUROG$EE\7RPOLQVRQGXULQJWKHFDP-
paign, taken up by Buzzfeed and conveyed into 
the wider media ecology. Interviewed by The 
GuardianDIWHU(G·VUHVLJQDWLRQ$EE\DUJXHG²
contra the man himself   that Milifandom was 
DQGVWLOOLVWKHPRVWGHVHUYHGFXOWRI WKHVW
century. For Abby, despite being too young to 
vote herself, Milifandom was a way of  challeng-
ing extremely negative Miliband representations 
produced in Murdoch-owned newspapers. 
Scholarship has wrestled with the relation-
ship between politics and fandom for a while: 
Liesbet van Zoonen notes parallels between fan 
communities and political constituencies in En-
tertaining the Citizen-RQDWKDQ*UD\observes 
that fandom may not be a magic tonic for 
citizenship [] but [] a constitutive element of  
it. And Cornel Sandvoss has explored·SROLWLFDO
IDQGRP·LQVWXGLHVRI %DUDFN2EDPDDQG/LE
Dem supporters. Yet there is an implication in 
6DQGYRVV·VZRUNWKDW¶SROLWLFDOIDQGRP·EHORQJV
somehow to transient support  these are voters 
FDXJKWXSLQDQHPRWLRQDOKRSHIRU¶FKDQJH·
who then punish their fan object when it fails to 
live up to expectations (Cleggmania seems a long 
WLPHDJR
All these academic perspectives share some-
WKLQJZLWKWKH8.PHGLD·VEHPXVHGDQGRIWHQ
LPSOLFLWO\PRFNLQJFRYHUDJHRI 0LOLIDQGRP²
namely that politics and fandom are incongruous 
EHGIHOORZVDQGKHQFHWKDWDFDVHVSHFLÀFDOO\KDV
to be made for conceptually integrating them. 
Fandom does not, according to much political 
PHGLDFRYHUDJHDOORZIRU¶SURSHU·HQJDJHPHQW
with politics; it is blinkered rather than open to 
debate, and allegedly hysterical rather than ra-
tionalHVSHFLDOO\ZKHUHWHHQJLUOV·IDQGRPLVFRQ-
cerned. It is this still-powerful discursive separa-
WLRQRI ¶IDQV·DQG¶FLWL]HQV·WKDWPDGH0LOLIDQGRP
newsworthy. Here was something that seemed to 
violate deeply held cultural categories. Fan likes 
(G·ZDVDYDULDQWRQ¶PDQELWHVGRJ·DTXLUN\
story that could break up the monotony of  pre-
dictable, professionalised media-controlling spin, 
and a locked-down election campaign. But as 
politics becomes ever more mediated, if  not me-
diatized, then perhaps it should not be surprising 
that fandom emerges as one response. And not 
fandom analytically imposed as a scholarly label/
metaphor, but self-branded Milifandom, emer-
gent in a social-media-ready and memetic form. 
What struck professional pundits and satirists 
 from This Week to Ballot Monkeys  as a rich 
source of  comedy, could instead be interpret-
HGQRWDVKXPDQLQWHUHVWRGGLW\RU¶LPSURSHU·
female teen sentiment, but rather as a marker of  
authenticity in an often inauthentic election. 
0LOLIDQGRPZDVQ·WSUHSURJUDPPHGDQG
focus-grouped. Nor was it about tribal politics 
cleaving along predetermined lines of  nationalist 
or party-based affective investment (surely also 
NLQGVRI ¶SROLWLFDOIDQGRP·WKDWGHVHUYHWKHQDPH
as much as shorter-lived performances of  trust 
DQGKRSH,QVWHDG0LOLIDQGRPIHOWHPHUJHQW
contingent and authentic, unlike the West Ham 
TXHVWLRQ·UHJDUGLQJZKLFKIRRWEDOOWHDP'DYLG
Cameron actually supported. Cameron knew that 
fandom was useful, but seemingly only as a tool 
to instrumentally manipulate others. Milifans 
also knew that fandom was useful, but within a 
wholly different structure of  feeling and genera-
tional logic of  practice  one where fandom and 
politics were not alien territories, and could start 
to become seamlessly connected and productive. 
7KLVLVQ·WRQO\JUDVVURRWVHPSRZHUPHQWboost-
ing youth-cultural engagement with politics 
and speaking back to media and political elites. 
0RUHVSHFLÀFDOO\LWFKDOOHQJHVWKHYHU\VHSDUD-
tion of  fandom and politics taken for granted by 
an older generation. 
As an outlier and an incongruity  as a chal-
OHQJHWRWKHGLVFXUVLYHSRZHURI ¶FRPPRQVHQVH·
rationally debated politics  Milifans demonstrate 
WKDW¶SROLWLFDOIDQGRP·FDQEHPXFKPRUHWKDQ
an academic category, and that fan-citizens can 
perform their identities and their affective in-
telligence·YLDVRFLDOPHGLDLQZD\VWKDWKDYHOHIW
WKHROGHUJXDUGXQFHUWDLQZKHWKHUWRLQWHUSUHW
all this as ironic, earnest, or semi-ironic. Mili-
IDQGRP·VDXWKHQWLFLW\DQGXQSUHGLFWDELOLW\KDYH
opened the door to future coalitions between 
political commitment and fandom, and perhaps 
even to new ways of  thinking about how politics 
can occupy the terrains of  popular culture. 
¶3ROLWLFDOIDQGRP·LVDQDUJXPHQWIRUWDNLQJ
seriously the lived experience of  citizen-fans who 
no longer see any meaningful distinction between 
how they consume and engage with media, and 
how they consume and engage with mediatized 
SROLWLFV0LOLIDQGRPPD\EHDMRNHWRVRPHD
moment of  levity for seasoned broadcasters, and 
an apparent gift to satirists, but it also potentially 
indicates a tipping point in the emergent struc-
ture of  feeling linked to a new generation  one 
who, next time, will be old enough to vote.
The most unlikely or most deserved cult: 
citizen-fans and the authenticity of Milifandom
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%DUDFN2EDPD·VKXJHO\H[SHULHQFHGDLGH'DYLG
Axelrod  who advised Ed Miliband on his cam-
SDLJQ²ZDVXQHTXLYRFDODERXWWKHSUHVVKRVWLOLW\
which he faced in the run-up to this election: 
´,·YHZRUNHGLQDJJUHVVLYHPHGLDHQYLURQPHQWV
before but not this partisan. He pointed in 
particular to the manner in which national news-
papers served as ciphers for party propaganda. 
While Fox News in the US is notorious for its 
FRQVHUYDWLVP´WKHUHLVQ·WDNLQGRI ORFNVWHS
between them and the Republicans. 
It is indisputable that the right-wing press 
went to town during this election campaign, 
not only in launching a furious, brutal and very 
personal vendetta against Ed Miliband, but in 
relaying Conservative Party messages with an 
almost fanatical zeal. Raucous partisanship has 
always been an integral element of  British news-
paper campaigning at the red-top end, and the 
Daily Mirror was every bit as partisan as The Sun. 
But this time, it was more relentless and more 
one-sided. One study by the Media Standards 
Trust concluded that The Sun was more virulent 
HYHQWKDQLQZLWKRI OHDGHUFROXPQV
anti-Labour (mostly vilifying Miliband personal-
O\FRPSDUHGWRLQ
This virulence also infected the previous-
ly less tainted broadsheets. Apart from daily 
reminders in the Sun, Mail, Express and Star of  
the chaos that would ensue from a Miliband 
government propped up by a far left SNP  a 
message emanating directly from Tory HQ  The 
Telegraph regularly feature front pages (such as 
the letter from small business leadersZKLFK
were masterminded by Tory strategists. This was 
accompanied by an unprecedented letter from 
editor Chris Evans to all those registered on The 
Telegraph·VPDUNHWLQJGDWDEDVHXUJLQJWKHPWR
vote Conservative. 
%XWGLGWKH\UHDOO\LQÁXHQFHWKHHOHFWRU-
ate? The conventional wisdom is that newspa-
SHUVKDYHOLWWOHRUQRLQÁXHQFHDVHYLGHQFHG
E\DSSDUHQWO\ÁDWOLQLQJSROOVWKURXJKRXWWKH
campaign. We now know the polls were wrong, 
possible from the very beginning, which raises 
DQLQWHUHVWLQJTXHVWLRQGLGWKH\PLVVDVORZ
but steady drift amongst unaligned or uncertain 
voters, partly dictated by the barrage of  adverse 
headlines from the press? 
We will never know because any kind of  
YRWHU´HIIHFWVµUHVHDUFKLVQRWRULRXVO\TXHVWLRQD-
ble. But to those who insist that rapidly declining 
QHZVSDSHUFLUFXODWLRQVPHDQZDQLQJLQÁXHQFH
in a digital environment, we can point to at least 
four contrary factors. First, through their online 
sites, these news brands reach vastly more voters 
than their hard copy readership. According to 
GDWDIURPthe National Readership Survey, 
the Daily Mail·VPRQWKO\UHDGHUVKLSLVZHOORYHU
PLOOLRQIROORZHGE\WKHDaily MirrorRQ
million, The Telegraph and GuardianRQPLOOLRQ
DQGWKH6XQRQQHDUO\PLOOLRQUHOHJDWHGWR
ÀIWKSODFHEHFDXVHLWVRQOLQHRIIHULQJLVEHKLQG
DSD\ZDOO7KHUHLVDPDMRULVVXHDERXWZKHWKHU
an online view counts as readership, but these 
UHDFKÀJXUHVDUHDVWRQLVKLQJO\KLJK
Second, the reach of  individual newspaper 
columnists who have a licence to be raucous and 
RSLQLRQDWHGLVPDJQLÀHGDJDLQWKURXJKVRFLDO
media, especially through their huge Twitter 
followings, and reinforced by their appearances 
on broadcast panels, press review shows and 
political programmes. While the left have capa-
EOHDQGSDVVLRQDWHDGYRFDWHVWKHULJKW·VSULQW
columnists such as Littlejohn, Kavanagh, Staines, 
and MacKenzie are more numerous, more 
aggressive, and have access to more high-reach 
online platforms because of  the preponderance 
of  right wing publications. 
Third, while broadcast media are bound 
by strict impartiality rules, the sheer weight and 
ferocity of  press comment places enormous 
pressure on them  and particularly the BBC  
WRIROORZWKHSUHVVDJHQGD7KLVZDVFRQÀUPHG
by Media Standards Trust online analysis during 
the campaign, and the broader principle was 
HQGRUVHGERWKE\WKH%%&·V5REHUW3HVWRQDQG
6N\1HZV·-RKQ5\OH\LQVSHHFKHVODVW\HDU
Fourth, while social media offers new 
approaches to distribution and communication, 
most analysts now accept that they operate more 
as an echo chamber for like-minded people. 
They still cannot compete with the sheer collec-
WLYHSRZHURI WKHWUDGLWLRQDOPDVVPHGLD·VRQH
to-many model. In the UK, this is exacerbated 
by the structural of  our national media, in par-
WLFXODUDQDWLRQDOSUHVVZKLFKLVDOPRVWXQLTXHLQ
ODUJHGHPRFUDFLHVLQWHUPVRI LWVUHDFKXELTXLW\
and one-sidedness  even allowing for circula-
WLRQVKDOYLQJLQWKHODVW\HDUV
Despite all the predictions about the demise 
of  the press and grand statements about a 
truly social media election, the UK national 
SUHVVWKHUHIRUHVWLOOGRPLQDWHV%ULWDLQ·VQDWLRQDO
conversation and was instrumental in setting 
WKHFDPSDLJQDJHQGD,WVLQÁXHQFHRSHUDWHVLQ
LQFKRDWHDQGLQWDQJLEOHZD\VZKLFKGHÀHVHP-
pirical measurement, but I have little doubt that 
LWSOD\HGDVLJQLÀFDQWSDUWLQGHWHUPLQLQJWKH
electoral outcome.
Four reasons why a partisan press helped win it 
for the Tories
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Maybe it should come as no surprise that in the 
aftermath of  the Hacking scandal and the Leveson 
HQTXLU\WKDWIROORZHGPHGLDSROLF\ZDVWREHDQ
election issue. Labour, the Liberal Democrats 
and the Green party pledged substantive media 
reforms in their election manifestos. Not that 
you would have known it from the media. The 
Loughborough study noted that the media as 
DQHOHFWLRQWRSLFUHFHLYHGRQO\RI FRYHUDJH
across broadcast and press and when it did appear 
it continued in the vein of  post-Leveson hysteria 
ZKHUHE\LPSOHPHQWLQJ/HYHVRQ·VUHFRPPHQGD-
WLRQVEHFDPH¶VLQLVWHUVWDWHFHQVRUVKLS·The Sun
Media owners made no attempt to disguise 
their political allegiances in election coverage that 
KDVEHHQFDOOHGWKHPRVWSDUWLVDQVLQFH
Opinion rather than news dominated. On the 
st April the Independent newspaper reported that 
Murdoch had told journalists at The Sun that if  
Miliband got into power then the future of  the 
company was at stake. He then directed them to 
be more aggressive in their attacks against Labour 
and more positive about the Conservative Party. 
6LQFHQR%ULWLVKJRYHUQPHQWKDVEHHQ
elected without the support of  Rupert Murdoch 
but this does not mean it was the sun wot won 
it. However, politicians fear that the power of  the 
popular press may be decisive and therein lies the 
problem. In this election however, the Leveson 
HQTXLU\JDYH0LOOLEDQGWKHFRQÀGHQFHWRVWDQG
up to the likes of  Murdoch. And when he did his 
popularity soared. Plus, this time Milliband had 
QRWKLQJWRORVH²KLVYLOLÀFDWLRQE\FHUWDLQVHFWLRQV
of  the press had been relentless: he is weird 
looking; a geek; clumsy; is terrible at eating bacon 
butties; his Dad was a Marxist; he did one over his 
brother and he even had the temerity to have oth-
er girlfriends before he got married  what a cad.
There will be much analysis over whether the 
massively pro-Conservative/anti-Labour press 
LQÁXHQFHGWKHRXWFRPHRI WKH*HQHUDO(OHFWLRQ
These investigations will likely be inconclusive  it 
is too complicated a matter to whittle down to 
a simple correlation. But we should not only be 
looking at the few weeks immediately preceding 
the election for answers. 
Early indications suggest that people voted 
Conservative largely on economic grounds  
WKH\IHOWWKHÀQDQFLDOFUDVKZDVSDUWO\GXHWRDQ
incompetent Labour Party that was now being 
FOHDQHGXSE\7RULHVWKDWJHWWLQJWKHGHÀFLWGRZQ
LVWKHURXWHWRHFRQRPLFUHFRYHU\QRW/DERXU·V
spending plans. Legitimacy of  particular politi-
cal-economic approaches does not happen over 
weeks but years. Paul Krugman notes that the 
DXVWHULW\LGHRORJ\WKDWHYHU\RQHEHOLHYHGÀYH
years ago as the means to economic recovery has 
collapsed almost everywhere. Everywhere that is 
bar the Conservative Party in the UK and most 
of  the British media. He points out that on the 
very day the Centre for Macroeconomics an-
nounced that the great majority of  British econo-
mists now disagree with the notion that austerity 
leads to growth, the Daily Telegraph published a 
letterIURPEXVLQHVVOHDGHUVRQLWVIURQWSDJH
declaring the opposite.
So it would seem it is still about the econo-
my, stupid whereby massive global media corpo-
rations are very much part of  and who stand to 
EHQHÀWIURPDQDSSURDFKWKDWSUHDFKHVGHUHJXOD-
tion, privatization and taxation that supports their 
interests.  It is not the sun wot won it but the 
culture of  press-politician mutual interest in which 
media executives and party leaders work together 
WR¶SXVKWKHVDPHDJHQGD·LQWKHZRUGVRI RXU
Prime Minister, that gives powerful corporate me-
GLDLQWHUHVWVH[FHVVLYHLQÁXHQFHRYHUDQGLQDSSUR-
priate interference in the political public sphere.
Meanwhile, despite the desire of  the Gov-
ernment to put the issue of  press regulation to 
bed we still have a Leveson framework in place 
ZLWKD3UHVV5HFRJQLWLRQ3DQHO353UHDG\WR
receive applications from potential regulators 
this Autumn. The Independent Press Standards 
Organisation (IPSO  the old Press Complaints 
&RPPLVVLRQZLWKIUHVKOLSVWLFNZLOOQRWDSSO\IRU
recognition but another potential regulator, IM-
PRESS probably will. If  a relevant publisher joins 
,035(66WKHQÀQDQFLDOLQFHQWLYHVIRURWKHUVWR
follow will kick in. The PRP have a year before 
they must report whether or not the system for 
regulating the press has failed. So somewhere 
DURXQG$XWXPQLI QRWKLQJKDVFKDQJHG
then Parliament will have to decide what to do 
QH[W7KH&RQVHUYDWLYH·VVOLPPDMRULW\PD\QRW
be enough to kick an issue with large cross-party 
support and huge public backing, into the long 
grass yet again.
It is also worth noting that while the Con-
VHUYDWLYHYRWHLQFUHDVHGE\
/DERXU·VZHQWXSE\²LQFUHDVLQJ
WKHLUYRWHIRUWKHÀUVWWLPHVLQFH,VVXHVRI 
media reform did not lose Labour the General 
Election but without it on their agenda they may 
not win the next.
Media policy, power and politics
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+HDGLQJLQWRWKHHOHFWLRQSROOVSRLQWHG
towards a hung parliament. The Sun turned up 
the heat on election day with a front page ask-
ing that: If  Kinnock [the then Labour leader] 
wins today will the last person to leave Britain 
SOHDVHWXUQRXWWKHOLJKWV·7KH7RULHVGXO\ZRQ
WKHHOHFWLRQZLWKRI WKHSRSXODUYRWHOHDG-
LQJ%ULWDLQ·VEHVWVHOOLQJWLWOHWRERDVW¶,W·VWKH
6XQ:RW:RQ,W·
Within two years Labour had a new leader, 
Tony Blair, and a totally new approach to the 
right-wing press: appeasement, not confronta-
tion. Blair immediately went on a charm offen-
sive to make peace with proprietors like Rupert 
0XUGRFKZKRZHUHLQWXUQHTXDOO\NHHQWR
LPSUHVVRQ%ODLUWKHQHHGWRVFUDS/DERXU·V
manifesto commitment to a monopolies and 
mergers investigation into media concentration 
ZKLFKQDWXUDOO\WKHSDUW\DJUHHGWR
Are we set for a re-run of  this story and is 
there any truth to the idea that Murdoch has 
¶ZRQLW·DJDLQIRUWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV"
)LUVWWKHDUJXPHQWWKDW/DERXU·VGHIHDW
LQZDVGXHWRWDEORLGKRVWLOLW\KDVEHHQ
decisively rejected. Leading electoral research-
ers including 3URIHVVRU-RKQ&XUWLFH found no 
VXSSRUWIRUWKLVWKHRU\·%DFNLQJIRUWKH7RULHV
fell amongst readers of  pro-Tory newspapers 
and rose slightly amongst readers of  the La-
bour-supporting Daily Mirror. Pro-Tory press 
ELDVZDVLQWKHHQGVHHQWREHOHVVVLJQLÀFDQW
than a more generalized fear of  a Labour vic-
tory, helped by LibDem voters switching to the 
Tories to keep Labour out. 
Second, seeking the support of  billionaire 
media moguls is a dangerous and often coun-
ter-productive game. True, New Labour was 
able to count on the support of  the Murdoch 
press for its pro-business stance and its rush to 
ZDULQ,UDTLQEXWWKLVLVKDUGO\DVWDEOH
base on which to build a left of  centre party. 
Third, it was a wider distrust of  Labour 
and a confusion about its political soul that 
H[SODLQVWKHSDUW\·VLQDELOLW\WRVLJQLÀFDQWO\
increase support in this election. It cannot 
be that anti-austerity politics are an electoral 
OLDELOLW\JLYHQWKH613·VDVWRQLVKLQJODQGVOLGH
in Scotland but it may well be that many voters 
were simply turned off  by a Labour campaign 
that combined support for austerity-lite·ZLWK
occasional promises to ameliorate the worst 
excesses of  the Tory government. 
Confusion and fear do, however, need to 
be transmitted somehow and a pro-Tory press 
 still setting the broader news agenda despite 
repeated claims of  its imminent demise  set 
about its task to demonise both Labour and the 
SNP with palpable zeal. While the Daily Mail 
raged about Nicola Sturgeon as the most dan-
JHURXVZRPDQLQ%ULWDLQ·the Sun was obsessed 
E\WKHWKUHDWRI ¶5HG(G·DQGUDQDQHYHQ
more partisan anti-Labour campaign that in 
ZLWKVRPHRI LWVHGLWRULDOVattacking 
Labour and Ed Miliband. Overall, Labour won 
VXSSRUWIURPRI WKHnational newspaper 
marketLQFRQWUDVWWRWKH7RULHV·
Of  course, one of  the motivations for the 
7RU\SUHVV·VXVWDLQHGDWWDFNRQ/DERXUZDVWKH
ODWWHU·VGHFLVLRQ to back independent press reg-
ulation and to protect the principle of  media 
plurality, so that no media outlet can get too 
ELJ·,QGHHGRQWKHGD\RI WKHHOHFWLRQLWVHOI
an editorial in the Sun referred to a witch-hunt 
LQWRWDEORLGMRXUQDOLVP·OHGE\/DERXUDQGDF-
cused the party of  wanting to protect left-wing 
SROLWLFLDQVIURPFULWLFLVPLQWKHWDEORLGV·
Partly in response to this negative coverage 
and following the catastrophic election result, 
we are now hearing calls for a return to Blair-
LVP²DQGWR1HZ/DERXU·VDFFRPPRGDWLRQWR
right-wing media proprietors. This would mean 
dropping any commitments to media reform 
and to challenge to the power of  vested inter-
ests inside the media.  
But Labour  and the Green Party  were 
absolutely right to make manifesto commit-
ments to tackle media concentration and it 
would be a huge mistake to backtrack on these 
promises. You do not turn attack dogs into 
watchdogs simply by continuing to feed them. 
This was an election in which the political 
views of  billionaires and corporations con-
tinued to set the agenda. Yet public opinion 
seems to be hardening up in its attitude to the 
abuse of  media power. A recent opinion poll 
conducted by YouGov for the Media Reform 
Coalition found overwhelming majorities in 
support of  action to protect editorial independ-
ence from proprietors and to place limits on 
concentrated media ownership.  
For many years, politicians have remained 
cowed by the ability of  some of  our largest me-
dia organisations to decide on what issues we 
should discuss and what parties we can trust. 
,W·VPRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDQHYHUWKDWZHFRQ-
tinue to campaign for a media that confronts 
power instead of  simply bowing down before 
its representatives. Without this, parliamentary 
HOHFWLRQVZLOOFRQWLQXHWREHSDOOLGUHÁHFWLRQV
of  real democracy.
Election 2015: its the press wot won it?
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Well there was one reason, at least, why we should 
have all been grateful to Tony Blair. 
)RUWKH\HDUVRUPRUHVLQFHKHWRRNRYHU
the Labour reins, that angry beast the Tory 
SUHVV·²UHGVRWRVSHDNLQWRRWKDQGFODZ²KDV
lain dormant in its lair. Some of  us might have 
WKRXJKWWKDWLWZDVGHDGEXWLWZDVQ·WPHUHO\
sleeping only to be awoken by the nightmare that 
we were about to be engulfed by a Labour victory.
,JXHVVZHVKRXOGQ·WKDYHEHHQVXUSULVHGE\
its resurrection, but even seasoned press observ-
ers, well this one at least, were taken aback by the 
VKHHUIHURFLW\RI WKHst century incarnation of  
the beast - had it all not seemed so ludicrously, 
even comically, dated.
The Daily Mail had been frothing at the 
PRXWKDERXW¶5HG(G·IRUWKHSDVWWZR\HDUVRU
more. One had to hand it to the paper for its 
sheer determination in trying to plant the concept 
into the mind of  the general public at every op-
portunity  Lynton Crosby eat your heart out. But 
WKHIDLOXUHRI WKHFDPSDLJQWRÀQGDQ\VRUWRI 
resonance among the man or woman in the pub, 
wine or coffee bar, was one of  the more edifying 
aspects of  the election campaign.
The SunZDVHTXDOO\ULGLFXORXVZLWKLWV¶6DYH
RXU%DFRQ·IURQWSDJHRQWKHHYHRI WKHHOHFWLRQ
 reprinting for the umpteenth time the picture 
of  Miliband struggling, and failing, to eat a bacon 
butty with dignity. 
3HUKDSVLW·VPHEXW,GLGQ·WÀQGWKDWIURQW
page particularly funny, at least not compared to 
the laugh I got a few days before when the Sun in 
England and Wales told its readers to vote Tory, 
on exactly the same day as the Sun in Scotland 
told its readers to vote SNP.
The Times presented a very mixed bag. Its 
coverage of  the campaign had been very com-
prehensive and fair, especially its special Red 
%R[·VHFWLRQZKLFKFRQWDLQHGDGGLWLRQDOFRYHUDJH
for subscribers, not found in the newspaper or 
website. But then, two weeks before polling day, 
coincidentally following reports that Rupert Mur-
doch had instructed its sister paper the Sun to put 
the boot into Mr Miliband, The Times changed.  
,WV¶QHZVUHSRUWV·VXGGHQO\EHFDPHWDLQWHGZLWKD
strong dose of  Tory bias and its choice of  front 
page leads, all based on unnamed sources, became 
risible   such a pity.
But when it came to besmirching the repu-
tation of  a once-proud newspaper, no one did it 
better to itself  than the Daily Telegraph, perhaps 
because the paper had not one angry proprietor 
but two, the Barclay brothers; although one might 
have hoped that there were enough decent jour-
nalists left at the paper to stand up and say Up 
ZLWKWKLVZHZLOOQRWSXW·²HYLGHQWO\QRW
In particular the Telegraph ran two front page 
¶VWRULHV·²DQG,XVHWKDWZRUGDGYLVHGO\²WKDW
ZHUHHVVHQWLDOO\DGYHUWLVHPHQWVEXWQRWSDLGIRU
on behalf  of  the Conservative Party, containing 
WKHQDPHVRI EXVLQHVVPRVWO\PHQIURPODUJH
and small companies alike, expressing their fear 
RI D/DERXU*RYHUQPHQW:RUU\LQJO\WKHÀUVW
of  these front pages was run as a major story by 
WKHEURDGFDVWHUVIRUWKHIROORZLQJKRXUVWKH
second was ignored.
Front pages such as these, in essence party 
propaganda pure and simple, were once the ex-
clusive preserve of  the Daily Mail  which has an 
ignoble tradition along these lines, stretching from 
WKHIRUJHG=LQRYLHY/HWWHURI WKHVWRWKH
ÀFWLRQDO¶WZHOYH/DERXUOLHV·XVHGWRXQGHUPLQH
the Labour Party of  Neil Kinnock 70 years later. 
Telegraph journalists always used to boast 
that whilst they were clearly a Tory-supporting 
newspaper, they were fastidious in separating 
their news coverage (which was generally seen as 
IDLUIURPWKHLUFRPPHQWSDJHVZKLFKZHUHQRW
Those days have clearly gone, which coinciden-
tally or not, coincides with the Barclay Brothers 
proprietorship of  a once proud newspaper. 
The extent to which this venomous avalanche 
actually affected the result, remains to be seen 
but there is no doubting that the traditional Tory 
press still has the means, and the will, to continue 
to dominate the election news agenda.
But let me conclude this avalanche of  brick-
EDWVZLWKRQHERXTXHWIRUWKH7RU\VXSSRUWLQJ
press. For despite arguing in its editorial columns 
for a continuation of  the current Conserva-
tive-led government, the Financial Times·HOHFWLRQ
coverage was superb. Every day it ran a volumi-
nous array of  election articles, interviews and 
analysis and, having subjected them to my special 
bias-detecting algorithm, I have come up with a 
zero reading.  
The Tory Press rides again
Prof Ivor Gaber
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3RVWHOHFWRUDOSROLWLFVDQGWKHHOHF-
tion itself, was always bound to be dominated by 
GHEDWHVDERXW¶WKHHFRQRP\·+RZHYHUZKDWZH
manifestly lacked was a debate about the econo-
P\· to be replaced instead by a discursively limited 
QDUUDWLYHDERXWWKHÀVFDOGHÀFLWLQZKLFKHFRQRP-
LFVLVDVVXPHGWREHWKHHTXLYDOHQWRI DFFRXQWDQF\
6LQFHWKHQDWLRQDOHFRQRP\KDVEHHQ
almost entirely narrated via the we maxed out the 
FUHGLWFDUG·DQDORJ\+RZHYHUOLNHDOODQDORJLHV
ZKDWWKH\JDLQLQDSSDUHQWFODULW\DQGHDVHRI H[-
planation, they lose in precision or accuracy. What 
remains important in political communication 
WKRXJKLVWKHLU¶XVHYDOXH·,WLVDXVHYDOXHWKDWKDV
served the Conservative Party well. 
7KHHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQRIÀFLDOO\EHJDQRQ
WK0DUFKEXWWKHPDLQSDUWLHVKDGEHHQ
establishing their electoral position way in advance 
RI DQ\RIÀFLDOVWDUW%RRVWHGE\WKHSRZHURI LQ-
FXPEHQF\2VERUQH²WKHPRVW¶SROLWLFDO·RI FKDQ-
cellors  always had his eye on the prize of  the 
QH[WHOHFWLRQDQGKDGIRUÀYH\HDUVEHHQFDUHIXOO\
crafting the clearing up the mess left by Labour 
message. Beginning with the ¶%XVLQHVV/HDGHUV·
letter to The Telegraph and culminating in the chal-
lenge of  (G0LOLEDQGRQWKHÀQDO%%&4XHVWLRQ
Time debateWKHXUJHQF\RI ¶FXWWLQJWKHGHÀFLW·²
EODPHGRQ¶/DERXURYHUVSHQGLQJ·²GRPLQDWHGWKH
HOHFWLRQSROLWLFDOHFRQRPLFGLVFRXUVH
:K\ZDVWKLVQHYHUFKDOOHQJHGE\DWKH
/DERXURSSRVLWLRQ"EWKHSROLWLFDOPHGLD"7KH
ÀUVWTXHVWLRQDPLJKWEHSDUWO\H[SODLQHGE\WKH
SRVWVHDUFKIRUDQHZOHDGHURI WKH/DERXU
party. The four-and-a-half-month gap between 
the installation of  the coalition Government and 
the election of  Ed Miliband left a vacuum at the 
heart of  WKHRIÀFLDOSDUOLDPHQWDU\RSSRVLWLRQ. 
*LYHQWKHFHQWUDOLW\RI ¶WKHHFRQRP\·VDLGYDFXXP
ZDVHDVLO\ÀOOHGE\WKHFRDOLWLRQ*RYHUQPHQWZLWK
ZLOOLQJRUXQZLWWLQJVXSSRUWIURPSROLWLFDOPHGLD
Save for one Ed Balls VSHHFKLQ$XJXVW, the 
Labour opposition were unwilling to challenge this 
narrative too fully. Having embraced the neoliberal 
economic project, Labour effectively ceded the 
SROLWLFDODQGHFRQRPLFQDUUDWLYHWRQHROLEHUDOLVP·V
¶QDWXUDO·&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\EHGIHOORZV,QVR
GRLQJWKHHSLVWHPRORJ\RI ¶WKHHFRQRP\·DQGWKH
GLVFRXUVHRI ¶/DERXURYHUVSHQGLQJ·ZHUHHVWDE-
lished. The Labour Party thus locked themselves 
LQWRÀJKWLQJWKHHOHFWLRQRQHFRQRPLFWHUUL-
tory established by their opposition.
7KHVHFRQGTXHVWLRQEWKRXJKUHTXLUHV
more critical interrogation. Why did this imprecise 
and inaccurate explanation, this narrow discourse 
RI WKH¶ÀVFDOGHÀFLW·JDLQPRPHQWXP"+RZZDV
it so easily established and seamlessly reproduced 
in the media narrative? How was it that cutting 
WKHGHÀFLW·EHFDPHWKHRQO\HFRQRPLFTXHVWLRQ
WKHRQO\IUDPHWKURXJKZKLFK¶WKHHFRQRP\·ZDV
¶QDUUDWHG·"3ROLWLFDOHGLWRUVDQGHFRQRPLFVFRU-
respondents may rightly claim that if  the Labour 
opposition are not challenging the discourse, then 
why should they? It is, after all not the job of  
journalists to be the de-facto opposition. But this 
narrative and discourse, even if  only by way of  
an adherence to economics expertise (they really 
ought to know better the workings of  the national 
HFRQRP\DQGSURIHVVLRQDOREOLJDWLRQVVFUXWLQLV-
ing the accuracy of  public statements by elected 
RIÀFLDOVRXJKWWRKDYHEHHQFKDOOHQJHG7KDWLW
was not, went some way to effectively sealing the 
election narrative, and, perhaps, the election itself. 
I was leaning towards Labourbut then when I 
heard Ed Miliband, in the Question Time debate, 
unwilling to admit that Labour overspent when 
LQ*RYHUQPHQW,MXVWNQHZWKHQ,FRXOGQ·WWUXVW
him on the economy. So I voted Conservative for 
economic security  
%%&7HOHYLVLRQ(OHFWLRQQLJKWOLYHFRYHUDJHDP
 
:KLOHWKH¶ÀVFDOGHÀFLW·LVIHWLVKL]HGWKHUHDOÀQDQ-
cial time-bombs, the national current account 
GHÀFLW; chronic productivity problems; and per-
haps most alarming, the unprecedented, increasing 
levels of  private household debt remain unexam-
LQHG:KDWFRYHUDJHDSSHDUHG²LQWKHÀQDQFLDO
pages  was dislocated from the election coverage. 
It was, to coin the phrase of  my own academic 
specialism, beyond the discursive formation. But 
with private unsecured debt ULVLQJE\ESHU
month the prospects are alarming. Further, when 
one adds in the Government backed scheme to 
UHLQÁDWHWKHDVVHUWEXEEOH²YLDWKH¶+HOSWR%X\·
scheme, and the  hardly radical  OBR predict-
ing that household debt ZLOOULVHWR of  
LQFRPHE\ZHKDYHDQHHULO\IDPLOLDUVFHQDULR
XQIROGLQJ7KH¶PHVVDJHGLVFLSOLQH·LPSRVHGE\
Lynton Crosby meant that the Conservative Party 
were able to focus attention exclusively on the 
least pressing economic conditions and scenar-
ios. Oriented around an economic message of  
ÀVFDOFUHGLELOLW\DQGVHFXULW\·7KH&RQVHUYDWLYHV
UHWXUQHGWRRIÀFH7KHSRVVLELOLWLHVRI WKHQH[W
enormous, even fast-approaching economic crash 
remains unexamined. The neoliberal project accel-
HUDWHV:KLOHWKHÀVFDOGHÀFLWPLJKWEHFXWVRFLHW\
PXVWEHVDFULÀFHGWKHSRSXODWLRQPXVWEHÀQDQ-
FLDOLVHGVRWKDWFDSLWDOPD\ÁRXULVK2XUSROLWLFDO
media must take some share of  the blame.
;OLMLZ[PZOPaH[PVUVM[OLºÄZJHSKLÄJP[»!
a media discourse
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This is cloud cuckoo: 
radical alternatives to public debt
,WZDVFOHDUIURPWKDWWKH%LJ/LHDERXW
the economic crisis would gain hegemony. The 
WUDQVPRJULÀFDWLRQRI WKHÀQDQFLDOFULVLVLQWRD
debt crisis is one of  the most successful propa-
ganda campaigns in history. Capitalists mobilised 
their resources to convince publics around the 
world that it was they, not capitalists that caused 
the crisis. 
Approaching the election, capital, the state 
and their media servants would allow no chal-
lenge to the Big Lie of  a debt crisis. There Is No 
$OWHUQDWLYH6RHIIHFWLYHKDVEHHQWKHSULRU
\HDU*UHDW0RYLQJ)DU5LJKW6KRZWKDWRQRQH
of  the very few occasions that the BBC allowed 
EURDGFDVWRI DQDOWHUQDWLYH²*UHJ3KLOR·VIXOO\
FRVWHGRQHRII ¶ZHDOWKWD[·WKDWZRXOGHQDEOHD
tiny proportion of  the population to pay a small 
amount of  tax to clear the national debt, a pro-
posal supported by ¾ of  the population  it was 
laughed out of  the studio: this is cloud cuckoo 
the presenter informed him.
Should there be talk of  another option, 
whether represented by Philo, the Greens, Russell 
Brand or of  course any of  the plethora of  protest 
movements, it would be at best ignored, at worst 
ULGLFXOHGDQGGLVFRXQWHGDVLI UHÁHFWLYHRI VRPH
kind of  mental instability.
We know from history that under conditions 
of  crisis, elites close ranks  consent precedes co-
ercion through discursive closure. One is minded 
RI %XUNH·VDQDO\VLVRI +LWOHU·VUKHWRULF
People so dislike the idea of  internal division that 
[] their dislike can easily be turned against the 
man or group who would so much as name it, let 
alone proposing to act upon it. Their natural and 
MXVWLÀHGUHVHQWPHQWDJDLQVWLQWHUQDOGLYLVLRQLWVHOI
is turned against the diagnostician who states it as 
a fact. This diagnostician, it is felt, is the cause of  the 
disunity he named. SS
It was relatively safe for diagnosticians such as 
3DXO.UXJPDQWRTXHVWLRQWKHOLHRI DGHEWFULVLV
to a small number of  Guardian readers. But the 
majority of  the population was to be insulat-
ed from such alternative explanations. Russell 
%UDQG·VWUHDWPHQWE\The Sun was clear evidence 
of  this.
Such was the acceptance of  the public debt 
lie that on one of  the few occasions where Ed 
0LOOLEDQGQRWHGWKDWWKHUHZDVDJOREDOÀQDQFLDO
crisis that started in the sub-prime housing mar-
ket in the US and spread, he was told off  by the 
audience members who effectively accused him 
of  rewriting history. No amount of  short-term 
campaigning would overturn 7 years of  full-spec-
trum propaganda. 
Despite the hegemonic grip that the Big Lie 
KDVJDLQHGDVLJQLÀFDQWQXPEHURI RSSRVLWLRQDO
movements had grown in communities, repre-
sented by parts of  the trade union movement, the 
3HRSOH·V$VVHPEO\QHWZRUN/HIW8QLW\8.8Q-
cut, Occupy, a plethora of  direct action groups, 
and of  course, the Green Party.
Despite the talk of  the progressive potential 
of  a social media election, there is little evidence 
WKDWVXFKPHGLDWLRQVFKDQJHSHRSOH·VYRWH,Q-
deed, it is more likely an echo chamber for the left 
and right, but for the latter it is far more extensive 
as it feeds off  hegemonic preoccupations of  the 
corporate media and political system.
-XVWDV0XUGRFKKDGVRVXFFHVVIXOO\WXUQHG
the frustrations of  the working class against itself, 
so now years of  priming enabled UKIP to be pre-
sented as the radical alternative. The party of  the 
City trader, backed by business and the far right of  
the corporate media, came to be positioned as the 
anti-establishment party! A postmodern perversity 
that would have had the Mad Hatter bemused.
Despite left activists responding to laments 
DERXWWKHFRUSRUDWHPHGLDZLWK¶EXWZH·YHJRW
<RX7XEH7ZLWWHU)DFHERRN·EHVLGHWKHFRQWLQ-
ued dominance of  corporate media online, UKIP 
KDVWLPHVWKHQXPEHURI IROORZHUVDVWKH3HR-
SOH·V$VVHPEO\DQG%ULWDLQ)LUVWPRUHWKDQIRXU
times the number.
Insofar as there was a radical election alterna-
tive, in England at least, it was the Green Party. It 
was the Greens rather than Labour that became 
the main rallying point for many of  the anti-aus-
terity activists. This was in large part because the 
Green Party remains somewhat anti-bureaucratic 
and retains something of  a non-hierarchical and 
open structure, with deep roots in activist circles.
At the same time, however, and given the 
geographical distribution of  support for the 
*UHHQVLWVVXFFHVVPLJKWUHÁHFWPLGGOHFODVV
disillusion with Labour more than anything else: 
middle class professional members of  the party 
RXWQXPEHUZRUNLQJFODVVPHPEHUVE\DOPRVW
7KHRQO\VLJQLÀFDQWSDUW\ZLWKPDMRULW\ZRUNLQJ
class support was in fact UKIP, the party backed 
by and working for the wealthy.
If  the former News of  the World journalist 
*UDKDP-RKQVRQLVULJKWLQVXJJHVWLQJWKDW0XU-
GRFK·VSURMHFWKDVEHHQWRFRQIXVHWKHZRUNLQJ
classes into self-hating bemusement, the election 
was clear evidence that his victory is complete.
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Immigration and the 2015 election:  
the banal, the racist, and the unspoken
The day after the election, just hours after the 
Conservatives secured a majority of  seats in 
parliament, an email message was sent out by 
Kate Allen, director of  Amnesty International 
UK, stating that with the election results now 
in it is likely that the Human Rights Act will 
be under threat like never before. The Tory 
pledge to scrap the Human Rights Act has 
since been FRQÀUPHG, with the stated aim being 
to restrict the appeal rights of  those facing de-
portation. Such wide political implications for 
the institutional fabric of  democracy, however, 
have hardly been a major subject of  the immi-
gration debate staged by the mainstream media 
during the election campaign. 
This case signals a much bigger and rather 
persistent problem with regard t o the coverage 
of  immigration issues  the narrow spectrum 
of  opinions it tends to include, its largely 
exclusive and elite-orientated agenda, and, most 
importantly, its common-sensual, or, perhaps 
more accurately, banal character, in the sense 
RI 0LFKDHO%LOOLJ·VGLVFXVVLRQRI WKHPHGLDUROH
in the construction of  nationalist attitudes (Ba-
nal Nationalism/RQGRQ6DJH,QZKDW
concerns the immigration debate, a newspaper 
with the journalistic status and left-of-centre 
credentials such as The Guardian, for example, 
may critically report the strong anti-immigrant 
rhetoric and stunts put forward by the Con-
servatives in the aftermath of  8NLS·VULVH in the 
European election; and yet, at the same time, 
uncritically reproduce the term illegal immi-
JUDQWV·GHVSLWHWKHODWWHU·VUHMHFWLRQE\academ-
ics and NGOs alike.
This type of  banal endorsement of  polit-
ically problematic concepts in the context of  
WKHHOHFWLRQFDPSDLJQPD\EHH[HPSOLÀHGE\
-HUHP\3D[PDQ·VSHUVLVWHQWTXHVWLRQLQJRI (G
Miliband RQ&KDQQHO with regard to controls 
on immigration; unsurprisingly, Labour also 
endorsed such a policy under pressure stem-
ming from 8NLS·VVXFFHVV3D[PDQ·VH[FOXVLYHO\
SUDJPDWLFIRFXVRQVSHFLÀF¶ÀJXUHV·DQG¶QXP-
EHUV·ZDVVXVWDLQHGE\DQLQWHUSOD\EHWZHHQRQ
the one hand, his openly performative facial 
gestures and vocal tonality, and, on the other, 
interpolating shots of  members of  the audi-
ence laughing, nodding and exclaiming in a 
compliant fashion. The infotainment style and 
SRVWGHPRFUDWLFÁDLUColin Crouch, Post-De-
mocracy&DPEULGJH3ROLW\RI WKLV
programme constitute the visual and discur-
sive components of  an underlying consensus 
over immigration controls. In other words, it 
is immigration that was in effect being given 
the full-on panto villain Paxman routine; the 
RQO\UHPDLQLQJTXHVWLRQLVWKHGHJUHHRI WKH
entrenchment of  restrictive measures. 
On the other hand, the case of  Katie 
Hopkins, whose rhetoric dehumanized mi-
grants in a fashion disturbingly reminiscent 
of  Nazi propaganda, is evidently an example 
of  overt, rather than inferential racism, if  we 
DUHWRUHYLVLW6WXDUW+DOO·VFODVVLFGLVWLQFWLRQ
(The Whites of  Their Eyes: Racist Ideologies 
and the Media, in Alvarado, M. and Thomp-
VRQ-2HGVThe Media Reader, London: BFI, 
$VVXFKLWZDVHIIHFWLYHO\
criticised by major humanitarian and journalis-
ticÀJXUHV6XVDQ0RRUH·VDUJXPHQW, in par-
ticular, that the language of  genocide has thus 
entered the mainstream is to the point; and yet, 
what remains unspoken in both far right and 
liberal arguments is that the migrant popu-
lation, from Lampedusa to <DUO·V:RRG and 
Harmondsworth, has long been entrapped in 
what Giorgio Agamben addresses as the realm 
of  bare life: their rights, as well as their very 
lives, have become expendable (Homo sacer: 
Sovereign power and bare life, Stanford, CA: 
6WDQIRUG8QLYHUVLW\3UHVVDQGState of  
Exception, Chicago: The University of  Chicago 
3UHVV
7KHLQÁDPPDWRU\DQWLLPPLJUDQWUKHWRULF
of  the far right, illustrated in this case by 8NLS·V
populism, may then be seen as constituting an 
XQVXUSULVLQJFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHGLVFXUVLYHGHÀ-
nitions that accompany the policies producing 
migrants as the contemporary homines sacri. 
The entrenchment of  such policies is similarly 
guaranteed by the alarming electoral rise of  the 
far right in many European countries, so effec-
tively pointed out by Michael Löwy. Apparently 
the mainstream media have been too occupied 
with the conventional distribution of  seats to 
notice that Ukip, despite the  temporary  
resignation of  its leader, has now consolidated 
itself  as the third biggest party in Britain. 
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Nigel Farage: celebrity everyman
´,GRQ·WEUHDNP\ZRUGVR,VKDOOEHZULWLQJWR
the national executive in a few minutes saying 
that I am standing down as leader of  UKIP, said 
Nigel Farage, on learning of  his failure to win 
election as MP for South Thanet. The announce-
PHQWRI KLVUHVLJQDWLRQGLGQ·WFRPHZLWKLQWHQ
minutes of  losing, as he had promised during 
electioneering. But it was close enough. Even 
in failure, Farage was intent on cultivating his 
straight talking, man-of-the-people persona. 
It turned out, however, that this was merely 
the build up to the big punch line: I intend to 
take the summer off, enjoy myself, not do very 
much at all, and then there will be a leadership 
election for the next leader of  UKIP in Septem-
ber and I will consider over the course of  this 
summer whether to put my name forward and do 
the job again. This piece of  theatre was typical 
RI )DUDJH·Vmodus operandi: at once rhetorically 
positioning himself  as distinct from the average, 
slippery career politician, while simultaneously 
acting like the average, slippery career politician. 
This kind of  tactic has been key in the rise 
of  his celebrity status over the last few years. 
)DUDJHKDVEHHQDOPRVWXQLTXHLQWKHFRQWHPSR-
rary political landscape in manipulating the media 
into sympathetic representation, and eliciting a 
range and depth of  emotional responses from 
WKHSXEOLF$VLGHIURP%RULV-RKQVRQZKRLV
similarly savvy to the affective power of  eccentric 
performance, no other recent English politician  
SHUKDSVVLQFH7RQ\%ODLULQWKHPLGWRODWHV
 has been so successful in this regard. 
:KLOH-RKQVRQ·VSHUIRUPDQFHRI EXIIRRQHU\
sets him apart from the Westminster automatons 
LQPDQDJLQJWRFRQYLQFHDVLJQLÀFDQWQXPEHURI 
people that he is funny and/or cute, it is large-
ly in keeping with idiosyncratic habits of  the 
landed classes who have a long history of  power 
DQGOHDGHUVKLSLQ%ULWDLQ%\FRQWUDVW)DUDJH·V
performance of  the Everyman has little tradition 
in this country, and is more in keeping with right-
wing politicians from America, such as George W. 
Bush. As such, the excessive performativity of  his 
pint-swilling, cigarette-smoking populism is in-
teresting on a number of  levels. While it is clearly 
KLVWRULFDOO\DQGFXOWXUDOO\VSHFLÀFIUDPHGZLWKLQ
the wider UKIP rhetoric of  anti-EU English 
nationalism, its more fascinating aspect is its ap-
SHDOVWR¶DXWKHQWLFLW\·,QWKLVVHQVHDVHYHU\ERG\
NQRZV)DUDJH·VEDFNJURXQGDVDZHDOWK\FRP-
modities broker, it is less to do with masking the 
¶UHDO·1LJHO)DUDJHZKRLVFOHDUO\QRW\RXUDYHUDJH
punter, than a performance of  class solidarity 
that allows him to voice the feelings and opinions 
RI GLVHQIUDQFKLVHG¶UHDOSHRSOH·VRPHRI ZKLFK
are controversial, and which other politicians are 
not permitted to articulate within the frame of  
acceptable political discourse. 
$VDVHOIVW\OHGDQWLHVWDEOLVKPHQWÀJXUH
working within the establishment, Farage has thus 
far proven highly adept at working the system. 
But, as time passes, the vulnerability of  his, and 
KLVSDUW\·VSRVLWLRQLVEHFRPLQJPRUHREYLRXV
This is clear in three key ways. 
)LUVW)DUDJH·VFHOHEULW\²DQGWRDODUJHH[-
tent, UKIP success  depends on the mainstream 
PHGLD·VFRPSOLFLW\$QGDVWKHHOHFWLRQFDP-
paign showed, this is an unbalanced relationship. 
Having been used as a means to sell papers, boost 
YLHZLQJÀJXUHVDQGDFWDVDPRXWKSLHFHIRUYDO-
ues shared by the Tory-supporting press, Farage 
had the rug pulled out from underneath him in 
HDUO\$SULOZKHQWKHQRWLRQWRRNKROGWKDW
UKIP votes may cost a Conservative victory at 
the General Election. 
Secondly, as the election itself  illustrated, the 
FPTP electoral system is stacked against UKIP (as 
LWLVWKH*UHHQV:KLOH8.,3KDUYHVWHGDVLQJOH
seat from nearly four million votes spread across 
WKHHOHFWRUDWHWKH613DFTXLUHGVHDWVIURP
less than half  the number of  UKIP ballots. The 
QHZJRYHUQPHQW·VSURSRVHGERXQGDU\FKDQJHV
will surely only serve to entrench this situation. 
Finally, although Farage had been adept at 
SURIHVVLRQDOL]LQJDUDJWDJRXWÀWFRPSULVLQJZKDW
David Cameron once famously called a band of  
fruitcakes, loonies, and closet racists, while man-
aging to mobilize the support of  a mass of  the 
disenfranchised electorate  developments out-
OLQHGH[SHUWO\LQ)RUGDQG*RRGZLQ·VThe Revolt 
of  the Right5RXWOHGJH²WKHDQQRXQFH-
PHQWRQ0D\WKDWKLVUHVLJQDWLRQDVOHDGHU
had been rejected by UKIP members unleashed 
a torrent of  discontent from factions within the 
SDUW\PXFKRI ZKLFKIRFXVHGRQ)DUDJH·VVW\OHRI 
leadership and the cult of  personality on which 
it is based. Therefore, while UKIP has for the 
moment ensconced itself  as a legitimate polit-
LFDOIRUFHLQ8.SROLWLFVZLWKRYHURI WKH
popular vote, depending on his fate we might get 
a better sense over the next few months to what 
H[WHQWWKHSDUW\·VVXFFHVVKDVEHHQGRZQWRWKH
charismatic celebrity Everyman, Nigel Farage. 
100
When the readers pen is just another sword
A wealth of  data dissecting the coverage of  the 
electoral campaign has punctuated the run-up 
to the election. The weekly reports released by 
Cardiff  University, Loughborough University 
and the Media Standards Trust have consistently 
documented the centrality of  party leaders, the 
focus on strategy over policy, and the overreli-
ance on polls (together with the related debate 
around the possible coalition deals around the 
HOHFWLRQWKDWKDYHGRPLQDWHGWKHFRYHUDJH
7KHVHÀQGLQJVVRPHKRZLQGLFDWHWKHVXE-
sidiary part played by citizens in the coverage, 
particularly in a moment in the political cycle 
when citizens should arguably play a central role. 
The role played by social media in the campaign 
has generated some media attention, although 
the coverage focussed more on how parties used 
these tools, and on best social media bits·.DULQ
:DKO-RUJHQVHQLQWKUHHGLIIHUHQWSRVWVIRUThe 
Conversation, analysed how citizens were repre-
sented in the news (mainly through voxpops
the energising potential of  0LOLIDQGRP, and 
the powerful role played by citizens in the spe-
cial edition of  Question Time. 
But citizens were also represented in letters 
to the editor. Although scholars have previously 
discussed whether this genre can be considered 
a forum for public debate, it could be expected 
for letters to the editor to constitute a platform 
for citizens to advance debates and engage in 
the discussion of  electoral policies and propos-
als put forward by parties. A systematic analysis 
of  the letters to the editor published in British 
national newspapers in the run-up to the elec-
tion, however, shows a rather different picture. 
Consistent with the partisanship and the negativ-
ism of  the newspaper coverage, the published 
letters constituted yet another bastion urging 
readers to support the very party endorsed by 
each newspaper. This was done through the 
publication of  letters explicitly asking for the 
vote, advocating for tactical voting, ridiculing 
and vilifying candidates and opposing some of  
their policies too. Instead of  the homogeneous 
discourse put forward by most newspapers, a 
slightly more diverse range of  political options 
could be found in the letters published by The 
Independent and The Guardian (including explicit 
opposition to The Independent·VHQGRUVHPHQWRI 
the Liberal Democrats and the Coalition govern-
PHQW1HZVSDSHUVSXEOLVKHGOHWWHUVE\SURPL-
QHQWSROLWLFDOÀJXUHV'DYLG%OXQNHWWThe Sunth 
0D\Caroline Lucas, or Nigel Farage (The Times, 
th0D\7KLVHIIHFWLYHO\UHGXFHVWKHRQO\QHZV-
paper space reserved for citizens to proactively 
express their political aims and aspirations. 
Letters published in The Guardian and The 
Independent after the 8th0D\WULHGWRÀQGDQ
explanation to the results obtained by Labour 
and the Liberal Democrats. In contrast, the 
SROLF\GHEDWHLQWHQVLÀHGDIWHUWKHHOHFWLRQLQWKH
letters to the editor published in the newspa-
pers that had endorsed the Conservative party. 
In addition to the numerous letters celebrating 
the Conservative victory, there was a plethora 
RI OHWWHUVWU\LQJWRLQÁXHQFHWKHDJHQGDRI WKH
newly elected government. The main propos-
als included negotiating with Brussels so that a 
referendum on the British membership to the 
(8FRXOGEHKHOGEHIRUHUHIRUPLQJWKH
constitution (so that only English MPs can vote 
RQ(QJOLVKODZVDQGUHIRUPLQJWKHHOHFWRUDO
system (so that the anomalies generated by the 
ÀUVWSDVWWKHSRVWV\VWHPFRXOGEHFRUUHFWHG
It is to a certain extent revealing that news-
papers showing such a monolithic support for 
the winning party (including stories and tools 
SURPRWLQJWDFWLFDOYRWLQJLQWKHLUFRYHUDJHDQG
exercising such a degree of  editorial control 
in the selection of  reader contributions during 
the campaign, started publishing letters to the 
editor pushing some policies eminently champi-
oned by UKIP during the campaign as soon as 
WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHYLFWRU\ZDVFRQÀUPHG2QH
wonders what prevented these newspapers from 
using letters to the editor during the campaign 
as a means of  advancing the debate around the 
policies that any government should develop af-
ter the election: What was the risk? Why did they 
wish to limit the exposure of  their readers to a 
wider range of  ideas and policy proposals? 
Whilst some respected commentators argue 
that the market somehow regulates the parti-
san nature of  newspaper coverage, my analysis 
shows an imbalance between the editorial logics 
followed by The Guardian and The Independent 
and the editorial strategies of  other national 
newspapers, at least when it comes to letters to 
the editor. On the one hand we have something 
resembling a marketplace of  ideas. On the other, 
an attempt to restrict supply with the aim to 
dominate the market.
Dr Iñaki Garcia-Blanco
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Discussions on the digital economy were 
marginal to this election. Insofar as the digital 
economy was referred to, it was in overwhelm-
LQJO\SRVLWLYHWHUPV7KLVUHÁHFWVWKHFRPPRQ
GLVSRVLWLRQDPRQJWKH8.·VOHDGLQJSROLWLFLDQV
that this type of  economy and its associated 
industries are where wealth creation will be 
mainly concentrated in the future. But, if  it is 
a commonly held belief  that the digital econo-
my is so important, then why did it not feature 
more prominently in the election campaign? 
Part of  the answer must surely lie in this 
XQLIRUPLW\RI WKHSROLWLFDOFODVV·VWKLQNLQJ
which means that there is little to debate on 
many of  these issues. For example, the mani-
festos of  the Conservative, the Labour Party 
and the Liberal Democrats all emphasised the 
importance of  continuing broadband roll-out 
to the point where all households have good 
access, a position that has not changed since 
WKHHOHFWLRQ2QGLJLWDOVNLOOVWRRDOOSDU-
ties agree that the universal provision of  formal 
WUDLQLQJZLOOWUDQVIRUPWKH8.·VFLWL]HQV·XVHRI 
digital technologies. 
%XWWKHUHDUHQRQHWKHOHVVVLJQLÀFDQW
points of  departure between the parties as well 
as ambiguities in their respective policies that 
deserved a fairer hearing in this election. The 
/DERXU3DUW\·Vindependent review of  the cre-
ative industries released just over a month be-
fore election day included an observation that 
WKHUHLVDVLJQLÀFDQWGHJUHHRI PRQRSROL]DWLRQ
in many digital markets and a recommenda-
tion thatcompetition authorities should be 
given powers to address this. However, despite 
highlighting in its campaign the need to address 
ZLGHQLQJLQHTXDOLW\QRFRPPLWPHQWWRWDFNOLQJ
digital monopolies appeared in its manifesto. 
$IWHU'DYLG&DPHURQ·VVXJJHVWLRQHDUOLHULQ
the year that the security services should be 
able to read encrypted communication was 
widely ridiculed, this measure was absent from 
the Conservative manifesto. However, while 
UHFRPPHQGDWLRQVWRSUHYHQW¶H[WUHPLVWV·DF-
cessing the Internet is consistent with the views 
of  a party whose leader mused after the 
London riots that he wanted to do the same 
WRULRWHUVLWLVDWRGGVZLWKWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV·
deregulatory and libertarian instincts elsewhere, 
DVZHOODVLWVIRUPHUFRDOLWLRQSDUWQHU·VSOHGJH
to introduce a digital Bill of  Rights.  
Even the seemingly least controversial 
matters on which all three parties agree are not 
free from contention. In a House of  Lords 
select committee report on the digital economy 
released earlier this year, most of  the experts 
consulted on digital skills argued that cognitive 
skills, including basic literacy and numeracy, are 
much more important in enabling people to 
adapt to rapidly changing software and plat-
forms. This is reinforced by experts like author 
and entrepreneur Martin Ford who argue that 
DFTXLULQJQHZGLJLWDOVNLOOVDORQHLVXQOLNHO\WR
prevent one from being a victim of  the increas-
ing automation that the House of  Lords report 
recognises is an ongoing central feature of  the 
digital economy. 
After the Conservative victory, concerns 
about monopolization of  digital markets and 
RI FLWL]HQV·ULJKWVWRSULYDF\DUHXQOLNHO\WREH
DWWKHWRSRI WKHJRYHUQPHQW·VDJHQGD$OOWKH
PRUHUHDVRQZK\WKH8.·VPHGLDDQGFRPPX-
nication scholars should continue to be at the 
forefront of  debates about the digital econo-
my and of  economic activity, like the creative 
industries, dependent on it.
Political discourse on the digital economy fails 
[VYLÅLJ[[OLJVUJLYUZVM[OLLSLJ[VYH[L
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The article builds on some of  the themes Dr 
White explored in an earlier piece for The Con-
versation during the election campaign: 
https://theconversation.com/you-could-lose-
your-job-to-a-computer-so-why-isnt-the-digital-
HFRQRP\DQHOHFWLRQLVVXH
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$QHZVSDSHUSURSULHWRUGRQDWHVPWR
UKIP, and his paper, the Daily Express, carries 
eleven leader columns supporting the party. 
The paradox of  media policy is that issues 
are never more palpable than during elections 
yet discussion is peripheral. For campaigners 
trying to make the media an election issue, the 
UHVXOWVLQ*(ZHUHSUHGLFWDEOHODFHGZLWK
the unpredictability of  a more mobile media 
scene. The prize for the most impactful airing 
was arguably Russell Brand asking Miliband: 
¶&DQ·W\RXMXVWJRULJKW,DP3ULPH0LQLVWHU
now, we are passing some legislation that means 
WKDWPRQRSROLHVDUHJRLQJWREHVLJQLÀFDQWO\
EURNHQXSVR5XSHUW0XUGRFKLW·VEHHQJUHDW
EXWQRZ\RXFDQRQO\RZQSHUFHQWRU
per cent of  total media. Is that kind of  thing 
DSRVVLELOLW\EHFDXVHSHRSOHZDQWLW"·:LWK
0LOLEDQGSURPLVLQJWRDFWWKHLUVHFRQGH[-
change featured in an online interview accessed 
PWLPHVLQWKHÀUVWKRXUV6R
if  it was Brand wot won it, second prize might 
JRWR-RKQ&OHHVHDQG6WHYH&RRJDQRUUDWKHU
the successful mobilisation of  celebrities by 
Hacked Off  to prise open even hostile papers 
to report their call for action on the stalled 
Leveson agenda. Alongside, there was online 
campaigning and petitioning by groups like 
Avaaz, while the Media Reform Coalition and 
Campaign for Press and Broadcasting Freedom 
&3%)VHFXUHGPRGHVWFRYHUDJHIRUWKHLUMe-
dia ManifestoDQGDSROOVKRZLQJSHUFHQW
public support for media ownership controls. 
Set against a highly partisan daily press, 
backing the Tories by a margin of  ÀYHWRRQH, 
public service discussion of  media policy, 
RXWVLGH5DGLR·VThe Media Show, was negligi-
EOHZLWKQRTXHVWLRQVLQWKHVHWSLHFHHOHFWLRQ
debates. Yet the BBC faces an existential threat 
from Conservative policies to top-slice the 
OLFHQFHIHHDQGWDFNOHWKH%%&·V¶PRQRSRO\·
During the campaign the Tories, UKIP and 
WKH'83IXULRXVDERXWH[FOXVLRQIURP79
GHEDWHVDOODOOHJHG%%&ELDVÁDLOLQJÁDNZLWK
&XOWXUH6HFUHWDU\6DMLG-DYLGtelling the Dai-
ly Mail he wanted BBC bias addressed in the 
Charter renewal process. 
The other standout Manifesto issues were 
press regulation and ownership, both prom-
inent amongst the list of  Labour policies 
opposed by press magnates, and many of  their 
higher salaried staff. Murdoch berated journal-
ists on the Sun for not doing enough to stop 
Miliband. A Sun editorialth$SULODWWDFNHG
Labour as sworn to use the law to dismantle 
1HZV8.LI LWZLQVSRZHU·GHVFULELQJWKLVDV
¶6LQLVWHU6WDWHFHQVRUVKLS·<HWPHGLDSROLF\
barely featured in newspaper election coverage, 
with no substantive mention of  the term itself. 
%HWZHHQth March and 7th0D\QHZVSDSHU
VWRULHVIHDWXUHG¶/HYHVRQ·ZLWK¶UHJXODWLRQ·EXW
most were in The Guardian/ObserverMail 
JURXSRUUHJLRQDOWLWOHVZLWKRQO\RQHHDFK
in The Times, Sun and Mirror. Media were mobi-
lised against Labour, as the excellent analyses 
by the Media Standards Trust, Open Democra-
cy and others show, but rarely engaged directly 
with media policy issues to do so, except for at-
tacks on the BBC. Nevertheless, press partisan-
ship was back, showing how media owners act 
against reforms to create a more diverse and 
democratic media that their behaviour makes so 
necessary. The Mirror·VSUR/DERXUSDUWLVDQVKLS
might soften concerns for some, but it is worth 
noting that it gave negligible space to media 
issues. The Guardian/ Observer·VFRYHUDJHZDV
H[WHQVLYHEXWLQFOXGHG3HWHU3UHVWRQ·VWZLQEDU-
UHOOHGDVVDXOWRQ/DERXU·VSODQVIRUSUHVVDQG
ownership reform. 
The new Conservative government will 
park Leveson, supporting IPSO as a resurrect-
ed PCC. It will create a minimalist system to 
monitor media plurality, seeking to neutralise 
GHPDQGVWKDWVWUHQJWKHQHGRYHUWKHODVWÀYH
years. It will freeze, cut and shift the BBC 
OLFHQFHIHHWREHQHÀWFRPPHUFLDOSURYLGHUV
shrinking the BBC towards American PBS-type 
marginality. All these policies will serve the 
media megaphones mobilised on their behalf, 
although that unstable bloc may divide too, 
notably if  the Conservatives grant Murdoch 
IXOOFRQWURORI %6N\%EHIRUH*(7KHVH
policies will be opposed; the SNP, for instance, 
seeks devolved governance of  broadcasting and 
greater funding for BBC Scotland. Yet Labour 
may heed those advocating Blairite accommo-
dation over confrontation with dominant media 
groups, massaged into policies to stimulate 
Creative Britain. New media have aided and ral-
lied counter-narratives but the core demand for 
PHDQLQJIXOSOXUDOLW\DFURVVWKHPRVWLQÁXHQWLDO
public-facing media remains more important 
than ever, even if  further out of  reach.
Media policy as an election issue: ever present, 
yet absent
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